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Consummate Adults

It was early Sunday morning, and I was asleep when Svea flung the newspaper over my
head.
"I've highlighted the most interesting deals," she said.
Gunnar was already at work. I took the paper and thanked her. She stood there as
if she wanted me to get up and leave the apartment for good.
The day was sunny, the first since my arrival in Stockholm. I had just turned
twenty-nine, quit my office job in London, and gone backpacking around Europe. But
after three months, the traveling seemed pointless. I wanted to become a writer. Gunnar
had made a similar switch, abandoning his banking career to become a photographer.
This, and the fact I remembered liking Stockholm very much when I was an exchange
student, were the main reasons I decided to move here for the summer or longer and write
my book.
I spent the days alone, wandering the city, staring at beautiful women, and visiting
rooms for rent. But there was always a problem. The place was too expensive, too far
from the city center, or smelled funny. Most housemates gave me a quick tour of the
place and asked me what I did for living. My answers seemed a little evasive. Perhaps
this was the reason they said they'd call me back but never did.
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Everybody could see I had no center. It wasn’t just women. There was
something in the energy I sensed from people. They could tell right away I was a
foreigner, one who was up to no good, didn’t shave every day, would only take advantage
of the welfare state, and never learn any Swedish.
Gunnar let me sleep on his floor, but his apartment was tiny, and his girlfriend,
Svea, had just moved in with him. To maintain some privacy, she had tacked a sheet
over the passage between their bedroom and the living/dining room/kitchen where I slept.
The city seemed to come alive in the sun. I went to a coffee shop to study the ads
and make a few phone calls. But everything was either outside my price range or people
didn’t answer. What could I do? I considered going to a bookstore or a museum to
entertain myself. I was walking towards Djurgarten when I remembered Dag Hallberg. I
hadn’t seen him since a New Year’s Eve in Amsterdam many years ago. He was always
a little wild and out of control, especially when he drank. Perhaps that was the reason I
had put off calling him. But Gunnar had mentioned that Dag was engaged to a
wonderful woman who came from money and he’d mellowed down some.
I looked at the number a long while before dialing.
Dag was excited to get my call and surprised to hear I was in Stockholm. I
reminded him I’d always talked about coming back, and now I’d done it. He suggested
we meet at eight at the Svampen. Before hanging up, he said, “Make it six. Six is even
better. I'll cancel my plans for you."
I spent the rest of day wandering through the old town and Södermalm and went
back to Gunnar’s at five to grab my jacket. Svea was sitting on the couch, munching on a

2

bowl of granola and watching a movie. I told her I’d be spending the night out and
quickly went out the door.

***

Dag was late. At the Svampen, some teenagers were waiting for their dates. They
smoked like consummate adults and played with fancy phones. I felt out of place. A
little further up the street, two boys were showing off their skateboarding skills, and after
each trick they readjusted the baseball caps on their bowler haircuts.
Ten minutes had passed when someone shouted my name. I looked across the
intersection. Dag waved at me.
“Ziano!” he shouted, both fists raised above his head like a boxing champion.
We hugged.
“What are you doing in Stockholm?” he said. “You look the same.”
I thought something about me better have changed; that New Year’s Eve in
Amsterdam was four or five years ago.
"Thanks," I said, "I’ll take it as a compliment. You look the same yourself.
Except for the slight beer gut." I patted his belly.
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"Hey," he said and slapped my forearm. "Don't start. Vibeke is on my case
already." He had lines at the corner of his eyes, and I imagined he had spent too many
days squinting in the sun.
He tossed a strong arm around my neck. “We’re going to have fun tonight,” he
said, then let out a little shout. I sensed something electric about him.
We crossed the street and went up Birgerjarlsgatan. All the while he was saying
how good it was to see me and what fun we'd have. The words rolled out of his mouth. I
swung my arm over his shoulder and talked into his ear, and we walked along like two
long lost brothers who'd found each other again.
We turned into a small cobblestone alley and went inside a bar. Dag swaggered
to the counter and didn't look up until he downed a shot of Opale Nera. He swiped his
mouth with the back of his hand and ordered a round of beer. We banged the pint glasses
together before taking long gulps.
"I was so glad to get your call. It got me out of this boring dinner. I love Vibeke,
she's perfect. But her friends are such bores, and there's always a function, a dinner, or an
event she has to attend."
“Gunnar told me you’re engaged?”
Dag was scanning the room.
"Today’s Sunday, hospitality worker's night. In a couple of hours, this bar will be
full of women." He put his hand on my shoulder. "I'll introduce you to a cute hotel
receptionist or a chambermaid who'll invite you back to her place. It will be far better
than sleeping on my couch or Gunnar's floor. Hasn't his girlfriend moved in with him?
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Into his minuscule apartment? I don't know how he does it." He looked down and shook
his head. "What's her name again? Svea? Do you get on?”
“I can’t say I get on with her. I’ve always felt I’m in her way. But I understand.
Their place is so small, and I don't know her well."
“I don’t understand what Gunnar sees in her. She’s as flat as a board and has no
curves. I like women with some flesh on them.” He was quiet for a moment. “I’ve not
seen Gunnar since she came into his life. It sucks. All we’re doing is working, making
money, spending money. And making babies. Everybody is getting married and having
kids. Vibeke wants kids too. Sometimes I wish I could leave Sweden, move somewhere
else.”
Dag ordered a round of Sambuca shots and beers.
“Seeing you,” he said, “brings back memories.” He hugged me. “We’re going to
have fun tonight. We’ll find you a woman. No way you should be sleeping on Gunnar’s
floor, especially if his girlfriend doesn’t like you.”
I felt he knew what kind of rut I was in and how to get me out of it.
He ordered more shots. "To old times," he said. We were going to get hammered.
I didn't mind. He started talking about the time when we were students and got drunk
and chased after women. He said he’d missed that and that this was his first night out
with a buddy in months. He looked into my eyes while he spoke.
Dag’s parents were diplomats and moved around the world, and he had spent
most of his childhood in American schools. He spoke good-ole, loud and dirty American
English. No reserve, no formalities. You welcome your friend into your dirty house,
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open the door without the need for a last minute cleanup. His opinion of you will never
change. My house is your house, my mess your mess, my happiness your happiness.
That was all that I’d wanted and something I hadn’t experienced since moving to
Stockholm.
As soon as we stepped outside, he started walking with urgency. He didn't need
to tug me along. I was as thirsty as he.

***

For the next two hours, we went from bar to bar and drank Opale Nera shots that we
flushed down with beer. Dag picked up the tab. It was early, and the bars were almost
empty, but it didn't matter. I was with my friend.
Dag mentioned a Spanish woman he’d pined for years ago. "She was crazy. She
changed her mind a million times. She was living with her boyfriend but said she loved
me. What a bitch.”
I’d been living in Montreal at the time, but I'd often chat online with him.
“You were like my shrink,” Dag said. “She drove me nuts. I can’t even
remember her name.” He laughed, then rubbed a hand on his forehead. “I don’t want to
remember it.”

6

The Spanish woman had given him the run-around, and that was what kept Dag
interested. He couldn’t take no for an answer. The affair went on for six months until
Dag became depressed.
Dusk enveloped the city, and the lights shone. The bars became hospitable with
the sound of conversation and laughter. I pushed open swinging doors, leaned on shiny
counter tops, and tasted the same dark Sambuca and beer. My eyes took in women in
insubstantial attire, women with long hair, women who sat talking together.
A fever compelled Dag to push on, perform swift on-the-spot investigations, gulp
Sambuca and beer. He grabbed the sleeve of my jacket and pulled me out into the street.
We went up a hill, around a corner, and inside another bar. Sometimes we retraced our
steps to see if anything had changed in the previous bars, if more interesting women had
turned up.
By ten o’clock, the bars were filled. We were pretty drunk, and Dag was less
hasty. We took more time in each bar. My heart swelled with every sip. Dag's eyes
were full of life. His voice rose, his words ran over my skin, into my veins. I felt as if
the lid had been flipped off a boiling pot and the steam was wafting out.
I looked at the women Dag pointed out but also at others he didn't notice.

***
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At ten-thirty we stepped into a lounge where the women were wearing hats and shawls
and long necklaces that made them look ten years older than they were. We were at the
bar when Dag said, “Why don’t you go up to those women over there and make your
moves? Give them a little Buonasera Signorina.” He was referring to two girls standing
by the counter having wine. “The girls love it. They go crazy for it.”
I was slow to say anything.
“The brunette was looking at you. Nice ass. Come on, man.”
I looked at her. She was tall and wore snug jeans that showed off her figure.
“Let's see you in action. Just saying. The women here won’t even look at me if I
speak Swedish. They’re interested in foreigners or tourists. It works much better. You
know Swedish women. They’ll believe anything.”
He went on the attack and addressed her in English, introducing himself as
Garrick, from Chicago. She just looked at him, said something, and went away. Dag
looked at her a moment and then went around the room to try his luck with other women.
But none were interested in Garrick from Chicago.
I told him to pick a better name and swap Chicago for California, or just go with
Dag Hallberg, but he wasn’t listening.
"They're not even that good-looking," he said. "Fuck them. There are so many
other bars with more beautiful girls. It's just a numbers game. By midnight, when
everybody is drunk, you'll see."
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***

At the next bar, Dag ordered drinks and leaned close to me. “Look at that petite blonde,”
he said, staring down the counter.
She stood a few steps away in the company of two women with their backs to us.
She was holding a glass of wine and wore a white top and a knee-length black skirt. She
had a dimpled chin and a star tattoo below her right ear.
“The other two don’t look bad either,” Dag said.
They were minding their own business and talking. It felt like we could have
observed them for hours and they wouldn't have noticed.
Keeping his eyes on the bartender, Dag stepped closer to the women and casually
bumped his shoulder into the pretty one with the tattoo. He apologized, and she smiled.
When she spoke, Dag listened with an unexpressive face. Then he said something that
made all three women laugh.
The one with the star tattoo had a sensual mouth. She had a nice smile and
seemed like a sweet girl who enjoyed conversation. She was talking about the small,
beautiful things one could find in everyday life. I listened with interest, forgetting where
I was for a moment. I wanted to pick her brain about the things she found beautiful, if
she had seen anything beautiful today. But Dag was being irritating. He kept nudging
closer to her, giving her these soft eyes and then peering at her figure, at her breasts
especially. Her top was skimpy, with an alluring décolleté.
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“Oh, that’s a cool necklace,” he said, interrupting her and touching the necklace at
her neck.
I shifted and looked away.
"Oh, thanks." She put her hand on the necklace. "It used to be my
grandmother's.”
With two fingers he lifted the necklace from her chest and carefully studied the
onyx pendant.
"I like that very much," he said and stared at her cleavage. He shot me a little
glance before letting go of the pendant.
I looked around the room, and when my gaze met her friends’ gazes, I smiled at
them. They didn’t smile back.
Dag leaned even closer to the woman and asked her what she thought of Swedish
men.
"I'm not sure," she said and bit her lower lip. "Why do you want to know?"
“So, what are your names?” I said.
“My buddy here—Jimmy,” Dag said, slapping my shoulder, “is from Arizona.
It’s his first night in Sweden.”
“Oh really?” she said. “What is Arizona like?”
I stuttered for a moment, scrambling to come up with something. I said
something about the desert, the rodeo, saguaro cacti, and shot Dag a look. The expression
on his face hadn’t changed a bit. He was so cool. Then I mentioned the Grand Canyon
and remembered a trip there: sitting for hours on its edge, just watching it until the
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humongous crack in the earth seemed nothing more than an abstract image, a blur of
layered shades of red, sand, and gray. The woman with the star tattoo was staring at me
with interest. Gradually, I took on a twang and started speaking like a Texan from Llano
or Big Spring. I wasn't just playing along but sinking back into the time I lived in the
Southwest. Her leg brushed against mine. I could feel her heat, her happy heart. I
looked at her mouth again and wanted to kiss her.
“Do you guys have boyfriends?” Dag butted in.
She raised an eyebrow and looked at her friends.
“Aw, come on,” Dag said.
His phone rang. “Excuse me, ladies. Got to take this.”
He answered the call with a straight voice and talked succinctly. “Yes, he’s
fabulous. Hasn’t changed one bit.” He winked at me. “We’re catching up.” He casually
switched to Swedish and talked for several minutes.
The women gave him a long, scornful look. “Garrick from Dallas!” the pretty one
said derisively and with that, they turned their backs to us.
I stood there silently.
"All's good," Dag said when he hung up. "But finish your beer and let's get the
fuck out of here. By midnight, when everybody is drunk, it will be a different story.
You'll see."
The girl I fancied kept close to her friends.
I was almost glad we were leaving.
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When we got to the street, I started thinking I’d better head home. I was getting
edgy and fed up with him. I had forgotten how full of himself he could be and how he
never picked up on other people’s discomfort. But as it had started raining, I was
dreading the walk home. I also dreaded going back to Svea and Gunnar's in the middle
of the night. They were already fed up with me.

***

Entry to the next bar was restricted to hospitality workers, but Dag convinced the
bouncers that we worked in the hospitality industry in America.
I noticed a beautiful woman as soon as I walked in. She sat at the crowded
counter. Her blue eyes radiated light. I had never seen such eyes. They were full of life.
She was listening to a heavy woman with dyed red-black hair and a thick metal chain
around her neck. A guy in a biker jacket and felt hat was standing with them.
The beauty looked up. A lock of black hair slipped from behind her ear and
covered her eyes. I went to the bar and stood beside her. From the corner of my eyes, I
saw Dag swim away into the crowd. Perfect.
I'm not sure how long I stared at her, but upon realizing how engrossed I was, I
tried to be more discreet. She was smiling and nodding to her friend who was in the
middle of a story.
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“What’s up?” Dag was suddenly at my side. “There are no chicks in this place.”
“You’re sure?”
“No. Nada.”
I didn’t answer.
“What do you want to do?”
“Let’s have a drink,” I said. “I’m buying.”
"Hey," he said, looking in the direction of two blonde women in sequined dresses
with the suntanned complexions of Costa Blanca vacations. "They're a little old, but
what do you say? They're here for a reason." He stared at them. "Watch." He raised his
arm and pointed his hand in their direction. I leaned away from Dag and stole a look at
the beauty. She was too captivated by her friend's story to pay attention to Dag.
When he was sure to have the older ladies’ attention he gestured that they come
toward him with a curl of his fingers. They looked at each other, then at him.
"Oh yeah," Dag whispered to himself. "We're on." He continued curling his
fingers at them. They smiled but didn't budge.
“What do you think? Should I go to them?” As he said this, the bustier of the two
women started wiggling her little finger at us, playing the same game.
“What? She’s expecting me to go over to her like a puppy dog?”
He was about to do it, but a man with white hair arrived with glasses of wine for
them. Suddenly, they dropped their eyes, and their faces blushed some.
“Ouff. Saved by the bell,” Dag chuckled. “That grandpa is fucking them. Let’s
get the hell out of here, right?”
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When the man and the Golden Ladies went by, Dag jumped. One of them pinched
his ass and, after taking a few steps past us, she did a half turn and smiled.
To my relief, the beauty hadn't seen any of this; she was still listening to her friend.
Dag drank his beer.
“Have you seen this one here?” I said, cocking my head toward the beauty.
“What about her?”
“Come on.”
Dag stared at her awhile. Gradually, an expression of fascination spread on his
face. He had found the needle in the haystack, a buried treasure. Sometimes people only
recognize beauty after someone else points it out. He lunged at me and said something to
her. She didn't even flinch. Her girlfriend was still in the middle of her story. She had a
full, round face, thick eyebrows. She was no beauty, but her voice had a melody.
I couldn't understand a word she said, but the sound of her voice drew me in. I
listened to her with the same attention her friends gave her. The story itself was not
important; a good voice will take you on a journey, transport you to a different world.
Dag spoke more loudly. The storyteller paused and gave him a stink-eye before
resuming her story.
I ordered a Sambuca.
When she finished speaking, the group laughed.
“What was the story you told?” I said. “I don’t speak Swedish, but I loved
listening to your voice.”
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Dag jumped in and said something to the beauty, in Swedish. He spoke so
smoothly! He lowered his voice and made a face that was charming as hell. Was he
going to sweep her off her feet? She was mine. I had spotted her first.
He stopped pretending to be an American and completely ignored me. I
wondered if this was deliberate. But I knew he was just as enamored with her as I was.
And who could blame him? In truth, I was glad he had barged in. Her beauty stunned
me.
In the business of seduction, you have to put yourself in the best light. You have
to tell people who and what you are. You have to boast a bit. Dag was doing it. I would
have to raise my voice, come up with a good story. It didn’t have to be true, but it did
have to be interesting and funny. I looked around the bar. Everybody was drunk,
screaming to be heard. The people walking by were bumping into people or pushing
someone out of the way.
After five minutes, the beauty gave Dag a thin smile, whispered something to her
girlfriend, and then they turned to the guy with the hat. That put an end to her exchange
with Dag.
His gaze lingered on her face a moment longer. Then he looked at the room
behind him. I felt badly for him, how quiet he suddenly went. You could tell he wanted
to rebound, keep it alive, but he was out of ideas. All he managed to say was, “This is
my friend Ziano Rosetti.”
“What are your names?” I said.
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I didn't catch the guy's name. His deep voice surprised me; it didn't fit his
scrawny frame. The big girl was called Siri and the beauty Trine.
"Trine?" I repeated as I stared into her blue eyes.
Dag looked around the room, rubbed his chin, and quietly drifted away into the
crowd.
Trine was from Trondheim, Norway. I had traveled around Norway and visited
Trondheim. I spoke quickly, telling her everything I remembered about it: its large
wooden houses, the super wide streets that had been laid out after a catastrophic fire so as
to reduce the risk of another one, and the large, peaceful river dividing the town in two.
She knew all this of course. I only had her attention because of the excited manner in
which I talked.
“Seems that you loved Trondheim,” she said. “How long you stay there?”
“A few hours.”
She smiled and glanced at her friends.
I couldn't stop talking, out of the pure joy of having something in common with
her. I couldn't hit the brakes. I even told her about Motorpsycho, a band from
Trondheim that I loved when I was a teenager.
Realizing I was being too eager, I shut up. That was all I could do. There was a
protracted silence during which Trine kept smiling at me. She was about to say
something, I was sure of it, but Dag returned.
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“There are no girls here,” he shouted. His gaze wandered the room. He spotted
the older women again and suggested we go to a very exclusive bar. There was a chance
we wouldn't be allowed inside, he said, but if we did get in we'd have better luck.
I wanted to say something else to Trine, anything, in the hope of talking to her
some more.
“Let’s go,” he said. “This is a loser bar.”
“What will be different in the next bar?” I said.
He said something about more women and better odds. His words were slurred.
“Come on,” he said, tugging my arm. Then we were out on the sidewalk in the
rain, and I was swept along like a piece of driftwood in a swollen river.

***

A dozen people were in line ahead of us. Limos pulled up and their passengers cut to the
front and were welcomed in by the bouncers. The place was decorated with crystal
chandeliers that hung above a mahogany and granite bar. Men wore suits and ties, and
the women were dressed in fancy party dresses.
Dag looked sick and seemed even more depressed than I.
“Let’s get some drinks,” he said. I was slow to join him at the bar. He had to
wave me over several times.
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As he drank his beer, he commented on a woman’s face, the way she was dressed,
and whether the man with her would score.
Afterwards, we sat without speaking. Ten minutes went by, and Dag checked his
watch. “Maybe it’s time,” he said.
I grabbed my jacket.
“You remember?” he said. “Garbage time. Eighty percent success rate.”
Of course, I remembered. It was brash. I had heard him use it once or twice, very
late at night, right before the bar or the disco closed. He'd approach a girl, make small
talk, and buy her a drink. Then he'd ask her to come home with him, and the girl would
say, "I have a boyfriend." At that point, he'd stare deep into her eyes, draw closer and
drop the bomb. "Do you love him?" he'd ask her with a calm voice. She'd wring her
hands and look around for a moment. "Do you love him?" he'd ask again without batting
an eye. If she didn’t answer, he'd take her by the hand and kiss her.
"What do you think? Maybe that girl over there?" He meant a young woman who
sat at the bar with her face in her hand. "Garbage time." He slapped my shoulder.
Had he not evolved in eight years?
“What?” He snickered.
I was already turning to walk away, but he grabbed my shoulder.
"Dude," he said, laughing. "Relax. It was a joke. What did you think? I would
do it again? I did it one night because I was so drunk and you were always such a
gentleman with women. Then this chick just took the bait. I was so surprised. I kissed
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her and then, when I looked for you, you were gone. After that, I played it to the hilt.
You always got so ticked off, man."
Dag stopped laughing. "Sorry man."
We were silent a long moment and just drank our beers.
I felt a hot wave run over my face, then a sense of vertigo. I wasn't sure what we
shared with each other, who he was or how well I knew him, like the years had changed
us and driven us apart.
“We were such idiots when we were twenty-two,” he said. “But sometimes I miss
it. Sometimes I wish I could go back in time.”
“You fucking asshole,” I said and punched his shoulder, not to hurt him, but so
he’d know I didn’t like how he played me for a fool and made fun of me.
“I can be such a prick. Sorry, dude.”
We were drunk. I was squinting. I could feel tomorrow's hangover. Dag
checked his phone and wrote a text message. We drank quietly. I couldn't relate to any
of the people around us; they spoke an alien language. Their faces were flushed, and
their eyes wild. I just wanted to go home, crawl into bed, chuck down a gallon of water
and Ibuprofen, pull the covers over my head and go into hibernation. I was ready to
forget all about this night and about Sweden.
Just then Trine and Siri walked into the bar.
A rush of pure excitement ran through me. I came back to life the same way I had
in Amsterdam four years ago when I celebrated New Year's Eve with Dag.
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At twenty minutes before midnight that New Year’s Eve, we had pushed into the
crowd at the Damm. Thousands of people had gathered there. Dag pulled out a big joint.
"We better smoke this before the madness," he said.
We hunched together and started puffing. He kept yelling at me, "Smoke more,
everything, come on, hold it in." I remember sucking on the thing as if we were
underwater and this was our straw to the surface. I choked up. A cough burned my
chest, my eyes watered, and I was dizzy. Dag urged me to smoke more. Then my legs
went limp; my whole body went limp. I couldn't see. Noise and sound were distant and
muffled. I slipped into a dreamless sleep. My legs gave way, and I collapsed. I didn't
crash to the ground only because the square was tightly packed; the bodies around me
held me up. Although I wasn't wholly there, I could sense the movement and feel the
heartbeat of the multitude. Dag slapped my face and shouted at me, but I couldn't hear
what he was saying. I didn't even feel the slaps. My body went dead and my mind shut
down. Dag's voice was distorted by the music playing somewhere above me. We were
stuck in the crowd, and the world gyrated and pushed into me. I only saw black shapes
and the silver lines that delineated them. I felt the movement of one thousand people, felt
their voices, felt the anguished sound from a loudspeaker. But I couldn't hear anything
except a voice above me singing. Everything was ghostlike. Right before the New Year
struck, a wave of pleasure rose inside me, a chill flushed my body from head to toe and
washed away whatever had paralyzed me. As if by miracle, I leapt up, lifted my fist
heavenward, screamed like a madman, screamed like the dead who have been
resuscitated. I flung my arm around Dag's neck and hollered "nine, eight, seven, six…"
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along with everyone else in the square as the large red numbers flashed on the screen
above our heads. I was gone one moment, alive the next. Then, as thousands of bottles
popped, champagne rained down on us, and we held each other in a long embrace.
That’s how I felt when I saw Trine’s face.
She slowly came through the crowd with Siri. The room was packed. When they
were right in front of us Siri said, "Look who's here."
“Hey,” I said. “Nice to see you. Stockholm is so small.”
"Have a drink with us," Dag said.
We moved apart and the girls squeezed into the small space between us. He
asked what they wanted to drink. Like most Scandinavian women, they insisted on
paying for their drinks. Dag refused. It was his pleasure. We started talking. I asked
Trine if she missed Trondheim, how she liked Stockholm. She talked a little about
herself and said that Sunday was the only night she could go out. She was too busy the
rest of the week.
“You are old friends?” she said.
“This is the first time we’ve got together in years,” Dag said.
“Have you changed?”
“Doesn’t feel like time has passed,” Dag said.
“And you?”
“Some things have changed,” I said, “but our friendship hasn’t.”
“Some friendships last forever,” she said. “Especially when you don’t see each
other often.”
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I can't remember what else we talked about because I was pretty drunk, drunk
with happiness. All I know is that it turned out to be a decent conversation between the
four of us, and there was laughter.
Then Trine said it was late, and she’d better leave. I suddenly felt hollow inside,
and there was disappointment on Dag’s face, too. He cracked some jokes and invited
them to come back to his place to do more drinking and listen to good music, telling them
he didn’t live far from the bar.
I was silent, outside of myself, happy. The kind of happy that rendered me
useless.
The girls put on their jackets, and we followed them to the door. I could see it
was useless to insist they come with us. We hadn’t even finished our drinks. The rain
was coming down hard. I stood outside the bar while Dag followed Trine down the
sidewalk, cracking more jokes, trying to be funny. She had wrapped herself in a whitetrimmed blue jacket and was tying the belt at her waist.
Siri walked into the street and stretched out an arm toward the oncoming traffic.
It would only be a minute before a cab would pull over.
“Come on,” Dag said. “Come over for one drink.”
“Sorry,” Trine said.
I moved closer. It felt good to look at her face. I didn’t say anything, but I was
right beside her and felt in control of myself.
Siri had waved down a cab and was speaking into the driver’s window.
Dag was telling Trine another joke, but I talked right over him.
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“You’re beautiful. I’d very much like to see you again.” I had said what was
inside me, what I wanted her to know. I was surprised by how good I sounded.
Siri was calling her.
Trine looked at her friend who was climbing into the taxi, then back at me.
“Goodnight.” She smiled. “It was nice to meet you. See you around. Perhaps
next Sunday.”
The car door slammed shut, and the cab moved away.
Dag grinned at me.
I watched the taxi, its taillights running away from us in the rain, until it turned a
corner and was out of sight.
Dag kept staring down the street at where the car had veered off.
"Bah," he said with disgust. "Bah, bah, bah." He grabbed his head. "Let's get
back inside. One more drink for the road then we call it a night." He looked into the
street again. "I need a moment to get a grip on myself."
I said nothing.
"You know, I have been with Vibeke a year, and all my friends think I have this
truly amazing thing going." He kept combing his wet hair back with a hand. "And she's
wonderful. You'll meet her. But sometimes I wonder, is that all there is? All my friends
see this perfect life because I drive a brand new BMW, and own my apartment, and have
this beautiful girlfriend, and we go on vacation to New York or Thailand." He glanced at
me. "I know I should be happy. I know I should, but it's not straightforward. We do a
lot of shit together. But sometimes it's like I don't know her. We never share how we
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feel about each other or anything." He looked at the puddle at his feet. "The other day I
tried to talk to her: What is it about me you like? I asked her. She said she likes my
smell. My fucking smell. So, the cologne I wear. She is beautiful, and rich, and knows
half of Stockholm. Most men would kill to be with her. But everything is going too fast,
and I'm not sure who is driving. It's like I'm losing a part of myself, and I can't talk about
it to anybody."
I knew what he meant. I felt it under my skin and in my heart, a strange sense of
longing and not knowing—the endless searching, seeking, pursuing something
unspeakable—and never being happy or even satisfied with anything we found because
our ideals, hopes, and expectations were always bigger than what life granted us.
I stood right by him, in the rain, and though I wanted to say something and share
my sympathy, I couldn’t come up with anything. I felt a sense of vertigo and couldn’t
even take a step toward him. I knew the emptiness he shared with me. Deep inside, I
was as forlorn as he.
The rain kept coming, but we kept standing there, silently.
“Hey, man,” I said. “Thanks for the night.”
He just sighed and shook his head. Then, squaring his shoulders and looking at
me, he said, “It wasn’t such a bad night, was it?”
We laughed.
A moment later he stepped to the curb and waved down a taxi.
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In the cab, he fiddled with his phone for a long time, writing and re-writing a text
message to Vibeke. “Fuck it,” he said as he slipped his phone back into his pocket. “It’s
too late anyway.
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Not According to Mood

It was early in the morning, the sun shone bright, and the tree at my window rustled
pleasantly. I got out of bed and did twenty-five push-ups and one hundred crunches. As
I exercised, I whispered encouragements to myself:
Don't take it personally if people are rude or not interested in you. Stay true to
yourself and your dreams. You came to Stockholm for a reason. Be patient. Just keep
your eyes open to the world and your senses alert. In time you’ll find your place in this
city. We reap what we sow, and you’re sowing now. The writing will come. The
writing will come. Don’t worry.
The exercises, the pep talk, and something in the air put me in a decent mood. I
was eager to step outside and get some writing done. I took a hot shower, whistling a
song as I showered.
The phone rang just as I was putting on a shirt. I froze a moment. It was Mom.
"Ziano?" she said as soon as I answered. "Finally, you answer your phone. So
where are you?"
“In Sweden.”
“Still? But why? Are you staying with that girlfriend of yours? What’s her
name?”
I kept my mouth shut.
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“Are you writing?”
I hadn't written anything since moving to Stockholm three weeks ago. Things
weren’t going the way I had expected. I rented a room in a twelve-story student dorm,
but all the students were on vacation for the summer. I couldn’t have timed it better, I
thought every time I stepped into the dark, empty hall, took the elevator up, and walked
the silent corridor to my bedroom. The pep talk and exercises first thing in the morning
were my way of fighting the gloom.
"Of course, I'm writing," I told Mom. "I'm working hard."
“I hope you’re not wasting your time. How’s the book coming along? I hope
you’re writing a bestseller.”
I was slow to answer. "I don't know about a bestseller, but if whatever I write
becomes a bestseller I won't complain." I covered the phone with my hand and let out a
sigh, then looked at rustling leaves of the maple tree. I wondered if I was as clueless as
Mom made me out to be, if I should've listened to Serafini, a friend of hers who had
warned me against quitting my job. Doubt and weakness were creeping back into my
mind.
“Cut your hair,” she said. “Shave, dress well, iron your shirts. Do you have an
iron with you? Ziano? Well, do you have an iron?”
“Yes, yes.” I ran my hand over my shirt so as to smoothen its wrinkles. I tried
not to pay attention to what Mom said. I knew everything she said by heart. I had heard
it all before, but it never failed to depress me.
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I turned to the room. There was the pile of dirty laundry in a corner, a stray sock
on the floor, and next to it, my threadbare Henry Miller On Writing. I still hadn't put a
lampshade on my crappy night lamp or bought a nightstand, and of course, no curtains
either.
"You don't need many things to attract a woman," Mom said, "but nice things,
good, quality things that will last. I hope you're finally going to get married. How old
are you now, twenty-eight? Twenty-nine! When I was your age, I had two kids."
I stared at the maze of ugly apartment buildings across the street. I didn't want to
end up like the old people who lived in them and seemed relegated to the margins of the
world, abandoned to themselves and their old dogs, and cats, and walking sticks. I ran
into them in the ICA supermarket and on my way home. They all looked so grim, so full
of regret because they had lived so dutifully, never taking a chance on themselves or
going after their dreams.
Yes, yes, okay, good, sure, I said to everything Mom said. Then her voice was
just a drone in my head, and I was lost in my thoughts again, getting more anxious and
depressed.
"I'm trying my best, Mom," I said before hanging up.
I stood in the middle of the room awhile. Something heavy hung inside my chest.
Whatever I’d try, I’d never be able to please Mom or anybody. But I understood why I
couldn’t seem to get my act together. Writing was such a lonely job: all you did was sit
by yourself for hours and stare at the computer screen while plundering the depths of
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your soul. I was new to Stockholm, and my longing to meet people and make friends
consumed me and alienated the Swedes.
I finished buttoning my shirt, went to the window, and watched the street and
looked to the left at the port. Everything was still. There were no ferries or boats, and
the sea was iridescent in the sun.
I started thinking about Kari again. Yes, let me go to the café where she works,
let me go there. I had gone there every day of the week, but somehow she was never at
work. Perhaps today would be different.
I had met her late one night in an Irish pub that played loud music. She was at the
very back of the pub, dancing by herself on a small dance floor with a lone disco ball.
She was dancing with her eyes closed and a blissful smile on her face. I didn't even
consider approaching her. I hadn't been in Sweden long but had already learned to keep
to myself.
I was at the bar when she bumped into me and ordered a drink. Then she turned
and said something. I couldn't hear a thing she said; the music was too loud. "What?
What?" I said, and she said, "What? What?" After that, we were laughing. Then she put
her shot glass in front of me and ordered another for herself. "Drink, drink," she said and
motioned for me to down it in one gulp. The liquor tasted bittersweet and felt warming.
Then she said, "Dance?" So we danced, for three or four songs at most. Then she had to
go and said goodbye. "You're going?" I said. Perhaps it was the look on my face that
swayed her. "I work in a café," she said. "Café Lilala. Come by sometime."
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I went there the next day. Why? Because I had nothing better to do. But Kari
wasn’t there. I returned the next day, but she wasn’t there, and the day after, and she
wasn’t there, and the following day as well, but she wasn’t there. I always ran into
another waitress with stocky legs and curly hair. She looked friendly, but I knew she
found me weird because I’d sneak into the café, scan the room, and leave without ever
ordering anything. One morning that I lingered there a little longer, I asked her if Kari
was around, but she said Kari was taking time off of work. I forgot to asked her when
Kari would be back.

***

I grabbed Henry Miller On Writing from the floor and put it in my rucksack, along with a
journal and my pen case and went out the door.
I took out one of the public bikes at Tessin Park and coasted down to Lake
Mälaren, then biked through Gamla Stan. I returned the bike at Medborgarplatsen.
As I approached Café Lilala, I felt a little weak at the knees. My palms were
sweaty. Would Kari care to see me? I wondered if her invitation had been but a polite
way of dismissing me. But what did I have to lose? I could always sit at a table and
write since I had my journal and pen with me.
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I got to Lilala, opened the door, and quickly scanned the counter at the back of the
room. No sign of Kari. The friendly waitress was here. The room was packed. Many
customers were waiting in line to be served. I was already turning on my heels when the
door behind the serving area opened and Kari appeared. She wore a white shirt with a
navy blue foulard tucked under the collar and a pair of dark, pleated trousers.
As I edged toward the back of the line, she looked up and immediately dropped
her eyes. Her face seemed to hardened. Wasn’t she happy to see me?
Two men in business suits cut in front of me. They were having an animated
conversation. Their voices rose over the din. The taller one had a razor nick on the side
of his face and kept eyeballing Kari.
I stood behind them and kept quiet. More people came inside and joined the line.
"You again," the friendly waitress said as she walked right past me with an empty
tray and then went around the room, bussing tables.
The line was getting shorter. There were only two groups of customers in front of
me: an old lady with a small girl who was holding a plush toy horse to her chest and the
two businessmen. The guy with the nick kept eyeballing Kari. It was eight thirty in the
morning, and most people were here to grab a coffee on their way to work. But this guy,
this guy, when his turn came, went on talking to his buddy for another minute while Kari
and everybody else waited for him to put in his order.
He finally turned to her. “Hej, Kari," he said as if he'd just noticed her. He
followed this with, “How are you?”
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She didn’t even have the time to reply because the guy said, “Bra?” “Yes, thanks,”
she said. “I didn’t see you the past few days,” the guy said. “Were you away?”
I felt like an idiot.
He asked where she had spent her holiday. I stayed home, she said. Home is the
best place, he said. Yes. There was a protracted silence. The guy worked his lip, smiled
awkwardly, and looked at his buddy who just kept silent. Then he gestured toward the
windows of the café and groaned that he wasn't happy about having to work on such a
gorgeous day, but he had this can’t miss meeting with clients from Manhattan.
“What do you want?” Kari said.
The guys looked at each other and finally the quieter one opened his mouth. Two
cappuccinos, he said and paid. Take a seat, she said and went to the espresso machine.
The guys sat at a table near the counter. They were suddenly as quiet as fish; all they did
was wait for their coffee and tap their fingers on the tabletop.
A woman in a navy blue dress went to the serving area behind the counter and
took Kari by the arm and spoke to her. Kari just listened and nodded. Then the woman
grabbed a large folder and sat at a table to consult it.
As Kari prepared the guys’ coffees, I kept my gaze low. There were cinnamon
buns in a wicker basket on the counter. The buns were crushed together. I was excited to
see her and looking forward to my moment with her, but also weary of coming off like
the douchebag with the nick.
Just as I was rehearsing in my head what to tell Kari, the friendly waitress
returned. "Are you going to order something?" she asked.
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I was already damning my bad luck, but instead of staying behind the counter and
taking my order, she put on a tray the Cappuccinos Kari had poured and took them to the
business guys. Then I was face to face with Kari.
"Hi," Kari said. "What a surprise." Her tone was cool. She sounded bored.
"How are you?"
“Quite good.”
“Great.” I could hear my voice shaking. I had looked forward to this meeting for
a week and gotten a little worked up.
“Ziano, right?” she said. “Ziano, this isn’t a good time. What can I get you?”
The friendly waitress brushed past me, then placing a stack of paper napkins into
a dispenser, winked at me.
"Earl Grey," I said to Kari. She went back to the coffee machine, and I stared at
the crushed cinnamon buns.
“Is that all?” she said when she brought my tea.
I paid and took my cup to a table at the very front of the room and sat quietly,
trying to feel out what just happened. Then I looked out of the window, at the park
across the street.

***
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I opened my journal and wrote a few lines. But I couldn't concentrate. I wished for a
second chance, another opportunity to speak to Kari, so I kept glancing up to see what
she was doing, whether the café was less busy.
Frustrated by my inability to write anything, I closed my journal, took out the
Henry Miller book, and opened it to the Eleven Commandments. The fourth, "Work
according to Program not according to mood," and number seven, "Keep human! See
people, go places, drink if you feel like it," gave me pause. I felt stuck between the two.
I had come here for two reasons: to get to know Kari better and to write, but wasn't doing
either.
I read for a long time.
When I stopped, I realized that the friendly waitress was alone behind the counter
and that the grandma, little girl, and I were the only customers left in the room. I had
been so absorbed in my reading that I had missed Kari. She was gone.
I slumped in my chair and wondered what to do. I wasn’t sure I wanted to come
back here tomorrow and make a fool out of myself again. Besides, Kari had acted so
cool, hadn’t even said goodbye to me. But why couldn’t I drop it? All we had shared
was a half hour together at the Irish pub; why couldn’t I leave it as that, instead of getting
my hopes high and fantasizing about an adventure with her?
I thought long and hard about what to do. I somehow couldn't get myself to leave.
The best idea I came up with was to leave a note with my phone number to her colleague.
After various attempts, I put together a solid paragraph:
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Dear Kari, I wanted to say hello and apologize for being in your way this morning.
I could tell how busy you were. Here is my number. I’d love to get to know you,
Ziano.

I re-wrote the message as legibly as possible, tore off the page, and folded it
neatly.
“Is the music too loud?” the friendly waitress said when I came up to the counter.
“The music’s fine.”
“I can lower the volume. I can see you’re working.”
“I’m about to leave. I wanted to ask you if you know of a cool café?”
She arched an eyebrow.
"What I mean," I said, "another café beside this one."
“Not really.”
“Never mind. Could you give this to Kari?” I had written KARI on the folded
sheet. She looked at it. “What’s your name?” I said.
“Pernilla.”
“Thank you, Pernilla.” I left the note on the countertop.
I had placed the ball in Kari’s court. I could go now.
But as soon as I sat down at my table and my gaze met Pernilla's, I had the feeling
that she'd crumple my note and pitch it in the trashcan the second I'd walk out. I don't
know why, something about the way she had looked at me.
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After five minutes I went back to her. “Can I look at the note again? I think I
wrote down the wrong number.”
My note lay there, beside the cash register. To hide my embarrassment, I made a
big production and read the number aloud a couple of times. "Yes, yes, that's it," I said
and explained that I was new in town and had just gotten a Swedish number.
"Why don’t you give it to Kari yourself?" she said, refusing to take back my note.
“I thought that since you work with her—”
“Kari’s here.”
Was she kidding?
“She’s in the kitchen. She will be out in a moment.”
“In that case, I’ll hang around a little longer.”
I sat back at my table, opened the journal, and wrote down COME ON,
whispering those very words.
I had filled half a page with those two words when I realized that the little girl
with the plush horse was standing beside me. Her mouth was level with the table, and the
round tabletop looked like a giant cookie she was about to bite into. COME ON, I kept
writing, but slower, hesitating. The girl put her finger on the page, pointing at one of the
lines I had written, and frowned. I felt shame. For a moment I feared she’d discover I
had filled half a page with the same two words and called my bluff. Yes, I was nothing
but a pretense writer.
“C-O-M,” she said, then looking at me, she exploded a high-pitch giggle and
tapped her feet.
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I let out a sigh and smiled at her. She was only fascinated with me. She was used
to tablets and laptops and smartphones, and here I was practicing the ancestral art,
perfecting the calligraphy of two words.
I continued writing and whispering each COME ON. I was grateful for her
interest in me, how she pressed closer and kept me company. Whenever I glanced at her,
she giggled and squeezed her horse to her chest.
Gradually the COME ONs turned into an invocation, a prayer to myself and the
Almighty: come on, things will get better, have some trust in what you're doing. Relax,
don’t take the coldness of people personally, don’t be so needy. I leaned back in my
chair and wrote about coming to Café Lilala after the morning rush hour when the place
would be quiet and I wouldn't have to fight for a table, and Kari would be less busy, even
bored, and she'd enjoy my company. We'd get to know each other, and I'd write in her
café until I'd finish my book. Something would flourish between us, something bigger
than a mere friendship. We'd turn the place into a literary café and put on poetry readings
and spoken word contests. On sunny days we'd have lunch in the park, like all the lovers.
Those were the thoughts on my mind, the things I wrote.
“Stop bothering that young man!” the grandma shouted to the little girl. “Can’t
you see he is doing his homework?”
That irked me. I wasn’t doing any homework, but writing, finally writing.
The grandma came over and tugged the girl away, and I kept the tip of my pen to
the page and moved my hand steadily. I looked up just as the grandma was dragging my
friend out the door. “So long little girl,” I whispered.
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I had forgotten about my tea. It was cold and tasted bitter; I had left the teabag in
it too long.
To my astonishment, Kari sat on a stool behind the counter and read a magazine.
Her face was calm. I stared at her awhile, then, guided by instinct, I pushed my chair
back and rose to my feet. I walked so steadily she didn’t notice me. Not even when I
reached the counter. She kept on reading. I cleared my throat. Nada. She didn’t look up
from the magazine. I pretended to be interested in the chocolate bars on display next to
the cash register and grabbed one. It was some dark, bitter chocolate with almonds. I
looked at it a moment, then put it back on its display. This turned out to be a challenging
task because my hand was so unsteady. I was nervous.
“You should try the buns instead,” she said.
“Okay.”
“I’ll bring it over.” She looked at the magazine again.
“What are you reading?”
"Nothing." She rolled the magazine up, but I managed to catch a glimpse of its
cover: a picture of a woman pushing a stroller.
“Why don’t you go back to your table?” She got to her feet. "I’ll bring it to you.”
“Is it always this quiet after lunch?”
“This is exceptional.” She looked past me, at the empty room. “I get bored when
it’s quiet. But it must be good for writing,” she said. “I’ll bring you the cinnamon bun.”
I didn't want a bun.
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"Yes, very well," I said. "I'll be at my table. I'm in no hurry. How much do I
owe you?"
She didn’t seem in a hurry herself.
I got my wallet out.
“No, don’t worry about it.”
“It’s fine,” I said. “I’d like to pay.”
“As you wish.”
I took out a fifty Kronor note. She stroked the cash register, took the money, and
handed me a bunch of coins of different size. I was still staring at her face when I
dropped the change in the tip jar. The coins clinked against the glass. Then I looked at
the caramelized buns, which were crushed together, cradled in a folded blue napkin in the
basket, and without realizing what I was doing, I lowered my hand in the tip jar. I had
left her a big tip, and somehow my hand had slipped in there to take back some of it.
She glared at me.
“Sorry, sorry,” I said. “I left more change than I wanted. I’m sorry. I was just
taking some of the change I just dropped.”
I repeated a thousand times that I was sorry and that I wasn’t stealing her tip
money. I dropped the coins back in the jar and hung my head.
“Don’t apologize. I understand. You can take a seat.” But I stood there like a
loser. “You can take a seat now.”
I walked back to my table, cursing myself, how stupid I was, and sat with my eyes
shut until Kari brought me the cinnamon bun and a fresh cup of tea.
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“I’m sorry. That was so bad of me.”
“Don’t be silly. I should be grateful. In Sweden people never tip.”
I wanted to leave on a more promising note. I sipped the tea and detached a small
morsel from the bun. The caramelized cinnamon and sugar stuck to my fingers and
palate.
It was close to lunchtime. I had spent all morning there. Kari was sitting at one
of the tables with a sandwich on a plate. She hadn’t touched it and was leafing through
pages of the magazine. I got lonesome watching her knowing that we were alone in the
room but so far apart.
A few minutes later a man walked into the café and kissed Kari on the cheek. He
sat with her and opened a Tupperware box containing a sandwich. They leaned forward
every time they spoke and kept their voices down. Of course, he was her boyfriend. I
could tell by their body language and how quietly they spoke, and by the long silences
between their rapid-fire exchanges: they were having a tense conversation about
something important.
He wore a pair of faded jeans and a wrinkled jacket. From where I sat, I could see
his shoulders and the back of his head. I went to the counter to fetch a paper napkin just
to take a better look at him. He was pale and gaunt-faced, and kept his gaze down. The
magazine Kari had been reading was spread open between them, but they were staring at
the glare on their table.
When I returned to my chair, they grabbed their sandwiches and started eating,
and the melancholy of the moment came inside me, penetrated me to the bone, and united
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me to them. Then there was just silence, so I closed my journal and put everything away
as quietly as possible.
I took one more look at them, not for any particular reason other that there was
something sacrosanct, something beautiful and pure about this picture, the two of them
sharing a moment of stillness. Then I made for the door without even looking at them,
and went straight out. The park was shining in the sun, the grass was of a fluorescent
green, and there were flowers, little daisies in there, and lovers sitting together, and kids
running all over. It was majestic. I sat among the people and looked at the blue sky and
the trees that grew tall, their leaves barely trembling.
I took a deep breath and laid back, the sun on my face, and I could hear voices,
the conversations of the people sitting near me and someone laughing. I picked up on the
bra and veldig and the ya-has and hej-dås and listened to the noise in the trees, which
barely shook in the breeze, and I closed my eyes and fell asleep.
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What Sweden is Like

Dario, you were born in Ostuni, a fishing village on the heel of Italy, perched over the
Adriatic Sea and lucent in the sun. Ostuni: a white citadel, a labyrinth of streets and
alleyways and stone steps between white walls. In the town center stands a church that
was once a Roman temple.
Dario, you’ll turn forty next month. Your hair is long and wild like Marc Bolan’s
on the cover of T-Rex, and your attire is Spartan: jean jacket over a black T-shirt, baggy
military trousers rolled up to your knees.
Since leaving Ostuni, your life has been a big adventure. You've toured Europe
as a busker, performing your pantomime act on street corners and squares, befriending
artists and street musicians.
You had no idea what Sweden was like. This is the farthest you’ve come from
home, the most foreign place you’ve been. The far-stretching views, boundless blue
skies and pure air mesmerized you. You set out to discover the country. Like a great
explorer, you wandered through unspoiled countryside, hitchhiking north, often walking
long stretches alone. You closed your eyes and breathed. Sweden. What wide-open
country is this? No sign of men’s labor, construction, or waste. No churches or castles
on hills. No ruins of more prosperous times. Only virgin territory.
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You don’t know a word of Swedish but introduce yourself to the rare souls you
encounter—farmers living in red wooden houses—and speak using your hands, Italian,
and some English. They don’t seem bothered by your questions, your curiosity or
persistence. They listen, nod their heads, but hardly ask any questions.
Lappland. Vast forests extending, then snow and melting ice, and then nothing
but tundra and hillocks and a grey-green expanse as far as you can see. A lone bird of
prey circles far above in the blue. The calm infinity finds a place inside you. You have
no doubt that Sweden’s the place for you; it will be the ballast for your mercurial heart,
the vessel that collects your emotions.

***

Dario, when you turned eighteen you ditched Ostuni, its small-town-mentality, your
mother, too much of the wrong love, and her constant whining about your father: He
abandoned me, he abandoned you. This is the reason she was so overbearing with you,
and there never was any money for your piano or Karate lessons, and success in life isn’t
likely.
In Rome you moved into a warehouse squat outside Cinecittà. You slept with
every girl who lived in that brick edifice, listened to CCCP, and tattooed the phases of the

43

moon on your forearm. Your hair grew wild. You took acting classes and performed
with a theater collective.
You took your show to Zurich, Paris, Amsterdam, Brussels. You busked the
streets, played guitar, perfected a pantomime act. Sure, you never had any money, but
you were free, living the life you wanted. Wherever you found a friendly face or a pretty
girl, you stopped awhile and made ends meet with salutary jobs: serving espresso,
pouring beer, or stuffing paninis with mozzarella, fresh parsley, and pomodorini.
Ciao, va bene! A dopo, Bella! you said to every woman. You returned to Rome
now and again to see old friends or for small parts in a play.

***

The streets of Stockholm are clean and subdued, even on Saturdays when families pour in
from the outskirts to go shopping in the city center. On the escalators descending into the
Tunnelbanan station, people stand on the right, in single file. Though you stare at all the
pretty women you run into, they don't look back at you.
You find a part time job in a café and become the Italian at the espresso machine.
A cliché, but you percolate one damn good coffee. The café owner, an Indian man
named Singh, pays little but lets you stay in a small bedroom in his apartment down south
by the Globen arena.
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So many pretty women! You don’t understand Swedish men. How they can keep
so cool? Sometimes you run after women with flowers you pluck from vases on window
ledges. They smile at you, take the flower, and walk away. Some of them blush and
hesitate. They're not used to strangers approaching them or calling attention to their
beauty and grace. Swedish men don’t seem to appreciate beauty and have nothing on
you, neither your boldness nor your geniality. While many women reject you, others are
happy to take you in for the night, as long as you are gone by morning.
This goes on until you lay eyes on Eva.

***

Eva: pale face, inscrutable eyes, ashen lips. And that melancholy crease in her forehead.
Eva’s twenty-five, fifteen years younger than you, perhaps younger. It’s possible she lied
about her age, Dario. Not very serious, but what do you care? She’s beautiful.
“You are so young,” you murmur as you take her in your arms and smell her.
She’s all you ever wanted: composed and graceful, fair and freckle-nosed. And the
delicate curvature of her neck! Her long white hands!
In her company, the words pour out of you. She’s turned you into a poet. You
tell her everything you know and talk about Italy while she listens and nods. You pause
to ask her what she thinks.
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“Everything you say makes sense,” she says.
She listens to you for hours. She chuckles at your jokes, then runs a hand through
her hair.
You’re the entertainer, the voice in the relationship, the man who sets things right.
You tell her about Brussels a workshop where you shaped malleable tin-plate into
lampshades. You’ve lived and experienced so much, and working in a café isn’t
impressive or even interesting. Moreover, you want to get back into acting, your calling
in life. Acting, theater, pantomime. Eva nods but says nothing, so you tell her about the
Venice Carnival and a Scaramouche mask you once fashioned out of papier maché.
Bocca (mouth), culo (ass), guardami negli occhi (look into my eyes). She repeats
the words until she pronounces them correctly. She loves Italian. You’re useful around
her flat. You show her how to crush garlic cloves, instead of cutting them open, and how
to make bread and prepare Spaghetti aglio, olio e peperoncino. Eva can’t cook worth
shit. But the way she sets the breakfast table, slices dark bread and Jarlsberg, garnishes
the sliced bread and cheese with cucumber and red bell pepper makes up for her culinary
ineptitude.
In the morning when she leaps out of bed, you reach for her long calf, but she's
already on her way to the bathroom. She returns dressed in a pair of pants she wears high
above her waist, which make her look longer and more slender than she is. She looks
past you, past posters of art exhibits, past a collage made out of postcards with bizarre
architecture. Her lip curls down. Her gray eyes cloud and the room, the whole of
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Stockholm seems to fall silent. Your blood is calmed. You need this. You used to be an
errant traveler, a vagabond. Eva grounds you.
It will snow in winter, and the streets and the green parks will glaze with frost.
The trees will turn white and black, and white rabbits will burrow through the white
blanket to find nutrition.

***

You read Fernando Pessoa while Eva works on the computer. On the weekends she goes
shopping with girlfriends you haven’t met. They avoid the fancy department stores in
Sergels Torg as Eva prefers the boutiques close to her house in Södermalm, a
neighborhood that feels less Swedish and is home to Ethiopian and Middle-Eastern
immigrants and young Swedes who moved back after living abroad.
Eva is in medical school. What a good thing to care for people, you think. When
she takes a phone call, she often goes to the next room and shuts the door. She’s very
private. Never once has she suggested you meet her parents, although she dines with
them every week. It doesn’t matter; you’ve moved in with her and sleep in her bed.
You kiss her on the bus.
“Dario,” she whispers, “stop. We’re not alone.” You grab her ass and stare back
at the grannies sitting across from you until they look away.

47

You don’t back down. Sometimes this gets you into a scuffle. Like the afternoon
you performed in Mickey Mouse shoes, a red nose, and a top hat. You drew thick, red
lips around your mouth and off you went down the pedestrian street. A few people
stopped to watch your pantomime. Some dropped coins in a basket. Then two idiots
stood right in front of you with their arms folded and smirks on their faces. They talked
to each other and laughed.
“Look at the clown,” one of them said.
Your vision blurred, and the crowd went swirling around you. A man and a
woman wearing beige raincoats peered at you from the corner of their eyes as they
walked away. You looked back at the hecklers. The big guy with a cigarette in his
mouth and curly, carrot-colored hair, walked up to you and jabbed his finger at your
chest.
“So you are the clown?” he said.
You’ve known moments like these. You understood what was happening, just
like the time in Odenplan station when a tall, sturdy guy smacked you with his shoulder
just because he could—a free hit on a dumb foreigner standing in the way of the
passengers getting off the train.
The carrot-haired man blew smoke in your face. A wave of anger rose from
inside your chest, and you told him they were the clowns. Then you stared them down
until they backed off and went away.
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***

Sometimes you have a memory or dream about the day your father left you. You don’t
always know how you feel about it; sometimes sad, sometimes confused, but mostly you
tell yourself you don’t care. What you remember is this: your mom standing quietly at
the front of the house, waiting for your father to pack his suitcases, load them into the car,
and leave. You mother standing there, her long black hair covering her face, a
handkerchief to her nose to stop the bleeding. This wasn’t the first time he raised a hand
to her.
After that, there were sporadic visits. Sometimes you ran into him at the bar on
the piazza where he played cards. He'd put you on his knees and hold you there until
your mom would come looking for you and take you away. He'd hold his cards in front
of you so you could see how he played. He drank grappa, and there were old and young
folks, and they were loud and got into heated arguments about who played the wrong
card that cost them the hand.
The following year he moved to a small town in northern Italy, and you never saw
him again. He once sent you a birthday card with the illustration of a baby elephant
showering itself. It didn't have an address.

***
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The older customers who come to the café don’t want to speak English. This is Sweden,
they whisper behind your back. You whistle a song and pretend not to be irritated. You
know you'll never learn Swedish. And even if you did, you'd make sure to speak only
English or Italian. You don’t want to conform.
Eva shampoos your hair when you shower together. She makes a face when you
push your chin into her neck and tickle her with your stubble. You bite her collarbone.
She freezes. Enough, she says. So you kiss her.
Sometimes you run out of things to say. Your heart shrinks, and you feel a little
Swedish. And when you go quiet, everything is quiet, and Eva is the quietest. She's
always quiet, but now that you're quiet, she's so so quiet.
You’re with Eva, but in a different kind of white citadel: a barbican, a great wall
of flesh that never reddens, never breaks a sweat either or lets out a sound.

***

One day in June, you’re invited to Rome to work on a play. The director is your old
acting teacher, the one who taught you everything. You need the money and a little egoboost.
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Three weeks in Rome.
Night after night you perform in front of a packed theater. At the curtain call,
applause erupts, and the roars go, Bravi! Bravi! It fills you with pride, gives you new
purpose. After the performances, you drink wine in a square with your fellow actors and
converse about life and art.
A Saturday morning. Porta Portese, the open-air market. A jungle of makeshift
stalls. Everybody’s looking for a bargain, negotiating, sweating, shouting. A feisty old
woman rides past you on a bike. She thumps her bell with persistence and cuts through
the crowd. The stallholders shout out their deals. There’s a melody to the chants and
competing calls. A hand grabs your shoulder. This man with a low, friendly voice,
wants you to try his melon. You take a wedge of fruit from the plate he holds up and bite
into it. Sweet, rich, juicy. Senti che buono? The man says and resumes calling passersby. The deluge of life and noise is disorienting. For a moment you have to sit down on
the pavement.
What can you tell your old friends about Sweden? What do you have to show for
your time there? You give them the best thing you’ve got: a photo of Eva. She is
beautiful, they say. Now they understand what keeps you in Sweden. You let slip that
she might be the one. But when your brother, Stefano, wants to know if you’ve learned
Swedish, you suddenly are unsure about what you are doing.

***
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Stockholm again. You traveled two long days to get here. You missed a bus, a train, an
airplane. You shelled out an extra one hundred Euro for a next-day ticket and spent the
night on the floor of Fiumicino Airport. You couldn’t sleep. Everything seemed to
conspire against your return. You had the feeling this wasn’t the right time to come back
to Sweden. But you were on such a high! The jam-packed theater! Your fellow actors’
praise! The endless applause! You couldn’t wait to see Eva, tell her everything, share
your joy. Show her you are more than a barista. Tell her about the thrill of living.
It’s ten at night when you arrive at her apartment. You knock. The door is
unlatched. Eva. A thin smile and not a word. Her hair is damp as if she just came out of
the shower. Her eyes are red at the corners. She doesn’t seem happy to see you. You
follow her to the kitchen. She goes to the sink and turns on the tap. You drop your duffle
bag to the floor. Long knives are stuck on the horizontal magnet that runs along the
counter top. Shakers with dried herbs and ground spices crowd the narrow wood shelf.
You never noticed them before and wondered if she has taken up cooking. She keeps her
back to you.
Her shoulder bends, and her magnificent neck, the neck you've kissed many
times, is revealed. She turns reluctantly. Her lower lip droops. She looks stupid. The
kettle shakes, and there’s a bubbling sound and a click. She turns and prepares tea. You
go to her, take one of the cups, and sit at the table. She remains by the counter and
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studies her cup. Says nothing. She doesn’t even look at you. Is this the woman you
lived with?
You pull out a chair for her, but she keeps away.
You wonder what changed. If you misread the relationship, if she ever paid
attention to you, was ever interested in your stories. You, a foreigner working in a café,
who doesn’t even speak Swedish.
She’s so distant. You don’t know where to start. The look on her face crushes
you. Again, you’re just an insignificant mime.
A clown.
How you wish she’d reach out to you, offer a word, cough out a sound. Speak to
me, you say, almost implore her. If only she’d speak. If only she asked an innocent
question, like, How was it?
Speak to me, Eva.
Instead, it’s the miserable sipping from her cup.
Say something! You raise your voice. I’m always the one speaking. Her eyes are
vacant. Your heart slows down, and your body, organ by organ, like the compartments of
a sinking ship, fills with cold water.
You want to provoke a reaction. Force her to say something.
You stare at her a long while, silently. Your turn, you say.
Eva fiddles with a small digital music player. Of the thousands of tunes she could
play, she selects one you recognize right away.
I will survive, the chorus goes.
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Such fierce look in her eyes!
You crash a fist against the table. The cup jolts, tumbles, and shatters on the
floor.
You bang your fist on the table again.
“Sit down,” you say.
She doesn’t flinch. Your face is hot. Eva stands in the corner, as far from you as
possible.
“Your turn now! I’m not saying another word. I’m tired of speaking.”
She starts to sob. “Please leave.”
You get out of the chair and pace around the table. Your life is unraveling. What
will become of you? Of you and this country? And Eva?
Eva doesn’t move. Eva has nothing to say.
As you feel your muscles and fists tighten again, you draw in a long, slow breath.
“Call the police,” you say. “This is the only way I’ll leave the apartment.”
She doesn’t move a finger.
You grab the phone and hold it to her.
“You want me to leave? Then call the police.” The phone shakes in your hand.
She stares at you, then snatches it from your hand.

***
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She doesn't make the call. She puts the phone down and doesn't even sneer at you. She
goes to the bathroom, then the bedroom, shutting the door behind her. You stand in the
kitchen. There's nothing for you to do. There's nothing you can do. You feel like a
prisoner. So you take your bag and walk out of the apartment.
The sky is gray-blue, a luminous Swedish night like a dawn of an Italian summer
day. And you recall the morning you went out fishing with your father and he taught you
how to hold the oars and row. Then you went out into the blue sea a long way until you
could no longer see the shore.
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For a Cup of Cesanese

This was my fourth week in Sweden, and I was almost ready to get the hell out of the
country. It occurred to me in the morning as I went into a 7-Eleven to buy a cup of tea
and a croissant. A lanky, pasty-haired teenager in a hoodie was queuing up to buy a pack
of cigarettes. He wore a pair of black basketball shoes with iridescent orange and yellow
strips that glowed depending on the angle the light struck them. I stared at the shoes and
thought of my friend Trent, in Miami, who used to wear a similar pair when we played
pick-up games.
“Hey, cool shoes,” I said. “You play any basketball?”
The guy half-turned, grimaced, said something under his breath, then turning back
to the cash register, he shrunk in his shoulders as if wanting to disappear.
Are those LeBrons? I said to myself and shook my head and rolled my eyes.
It was always like that. You couldn’t strike a conversation with anybody, and if
you did, they’d all give you this weird vibe, like you were doing something intolerable.
It was even worse with women. I had stopped even looking at them because whenever I
did their faces seemed to stiffen and I felt like I was doing something wrong.
How fast can a country change a man? I asked myself over and over, realizing
how thin-skinned and insecure I had become around strangers.
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I had always thought of myself as a free spirit; someone who never had any
trouble adapting to new cultures or places.

***

Later that day I walked into Singh’s café and met an Italian guy with long, brown hair
and dark eyes who worked there. We spoke Italian. He was thirty-nine and a street artist
who performed a pantomime act. He worked in the café to make ends meet.
“You look Italian and speak like an Italian," he said as if everything I had said
was nonsense. “Of course, you are Italian.”
I wasn't really Italian but accepted it. Making friends was nice. The last three
weeks in Stockholm hadn't been easy. I was renting a room in a student dorm, but all the
students had gone away for the summer vacation and I lived there alone. Most days I’d
only exchange a word with a waitress I ordered a coffee from or a shopkeeper. While I
had all the time and silence in the world, I wasn’t doing any writing, and I’d often
wonder what to do with my life. But I never had an answer.
I returned to the café the following day. A guy with a blonde mustache and blue
eyes was sitting at a table, drawing in a hardcover notebook. Dario made introductions.
His name was Johnny. He was from Washington, DC, was twenty-seven, and had never
been in Europe before.
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He bobbed his chin at me. "You sound like an American,” he said.
I told him I had lived in New Mexico, Chicago, Seattle…

***

We formed something like a small family. Hanging out with them made me feel better,
more lighthearted. I even started writing again, though just a few journal entries.
We met every morning before Dario finished his shift and spent the rest of the day
exploring Stockholm, sitting by the water, staring at the city’s majestic beauty: yellow
houses on the water, their windows shimmering in the sun.
We stared at women too. Sometimes Dario would leap to his feet, stop one in the
street, and talk to her. He could never stop himself from going after a woman; the
impulse was stronger than he was and the only reason he was still in Sweden; he lived for
those fleeting encounters, for the impossibility. They never lead to anything, but
whenever he managed to have a short conversation, he’d say, “She is wonderful. That’s
the kind of woman I’d marry.”
I’d listen to him and remember when I was younger and thought that all that
mattered in my life was having a woman who would complete me and appease my
restlessness. But it wasn’t so simple; finding that kind of woman required good luck and
fortitude.
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Often Dario would get in a brooding mood, turn somber, and rail about Sweden.
He had been there five months and didn’t speak a word of Swedish. All he had to show
for his time here was a part-time job at the café that paid him in kind; Singh gave him all
the food he wanted and a room where he could stay for free. I thought that his inability to
find a better job was the reason why he had a chip on the shoulder with the Swedes.
Sometimes he got very silent and stared at the buildings across the street. He
picked his lip as if he were thinking about something he’d lost. His eyes would glaze
over. I’d call his name, but he wouldn’t respond. A little while later, he’d ask my age.
He asked this question so many times, I thought he had no short-term memory.
“Time is running out for you,” he said one afternoon. “You have one or two more
years to get your act together, or you’ll live to regret it. I messed around too long. I
should have focused on karate or piano. I had a real talent for those things when I was
young but never followed through.”
His warning made me anxious. I had moved to Stockholm to write a book, but I
was never in the right mood to write. I sometimes thought about leaving Sweden,
thinking that a change in scenery would be a quick way to fix my writing slump. But I
had paid for three months rent up front, and my savings were dwindling fast.
“You,” Dario said to Johnny that same afternoon. “You’re fine. You have time
to figure things out.”

***
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Johnny was also new to Stockholm. Of all the places in Europe, he had come here
because a family friend in the States owned a cottage on the outskirts of town. He had
sold his car to fund his escape.
"Hell no! No fucking way I'm going back to the States," he said when I asked
him. He hated the politics of the US. "Not until I'm broke or they deport me. I'll sell
myself as a refugee."
Everywhere we went he talked about the neat cobblestone squares with outdoors
seating, the disorienting layout of the city with its spindly and winding roads that made
no sense but were so charming. He was going to study architecture somewhere in
Sweden or Helsinki.
“I’ll fucking be huge,” he said. “They’ll love my floating cities and satellite
gardens. I’m going to build houses out of recycled cigarette filters.”
He sounded sure of himself, sure of what he wanted, at ease with himself, the way
I had been when I quit my job in London, told my colleagues sayonara, and filled my
backpack with books and journals and a laptop on which I’d write a novel.

***
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On a late afternoon on Stortorget, Johnny wanted to sit on the patio of a café. Dario
didn't have any money, and I wasn't in the mood to be there. It was late, and the tables
were no longer in the sun.
“Look,” Johnny said. A girl was distributing blankets to some of the patrons. "In
America we have these huge gas heaters, but here they hand out neat little blankets so
people can cover their legs. How smart is that? Sweden is so eco-friendly. Everything is
functional. Efficient. They have a public transport that works. In America everybody
drives a gas-guzzling SUV. We’re so clueless.”
“Shut up,” Dario said. “You don’t know anything. You have been here two
weeks and think you know everything. Swedes cannot think outside the box; everybody
does the same thing. Everybody is equal. That means you have to be the same as
everybody else.”
“It’s the same in Italy,” I said. “Everybody wears the same clothes and goes on
holiday to the same places. Italians on vacation in Bangkok will only eat pizza or pasta.”
"That's true," Dario said. "I'm not saying that Italians are any better. Italy is a
rotten country. That's why I left it. The young and talented are never given a break;
unless they know somebody important."
I agreed.
Then I told him of the time I was on a job interview in Milano. A friend of my
father’s accompanied me there and introduced me to the interviewer, an acquaintance of
his. I didn’t have to answer any questions—my mentor did all the talking on my behalf,
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and the interviewer was more interested in my family connections than my work
experience.”
"But what's wrong with equality?" Johnny said. "America is unequal; the rich
have everything and the poor are getting poorer."
“What’s wrong with equality?” Dario said. “I don’t want to be equal to these
blonde fuckers. I don’t want to act like that. I don’t want to keep to myself and keep my
emotions in check.”
The square was quiet, and their voices were echoing, rising high.
"I know your kind," Dario said. Then making his voice puny, mocking Johnny,
he continued, "I’m so sorry I'm American. Sorry for my country, what we do to the
world, a war here and a war there, sorry about fast food and the stupid films." His voice
rose. "Be proud of your country. Europe is nothing. In America they give you a chance.
They take risks and invest in talent, even if you're nobody. If I had moved to America,
my life would have been different. I wish I had gone. I was married to an American
girl—Angie, from Twin Cities. She lived in Rome. She is back in Minnesota, married
with kids. I wish I'd gone with her. I would've been a success. I would've been able to
pursue karate or piano. Somebody would've invested in me."
“If they can make money out of you,” Johnny said.
"But they help you," Dario said. "I don't have a problem if they get rich helping
me. In Italy no one gives you a chance. Watch Italian TV. You'll see how bad it is."
“Italian TV is bad,” I said. “Not just the TV, but music, everything.”
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"So you don't like Sweden, and you don’t like Italy either,” Johnny said. “Sounds
like you’re in all the wrong places.” Then, looking at me, he said, “He’s full of
contradictions.”
“Where’s the contradiction?” Dario screamed.
“Oh, forget it,” Johnny said.
“I love America, but you believe what you believe. That’s the thing about
Americans. You should learn something called—”
“Oh, shut up,” Johnny yelled over him.
None of us noticed that two police officers came walking up to us. “What’s the
problem?” the woman officer with short hair said.
“Nothing,” Dario said. “We were having a friendly debate.”
The officers stared silently, waiting for one of us to say something. Then they
asked us where we were from and wanted to see IDs. We didn’t have IDs.
“Just a friendly argument,” Johnny said.
They asked more questions: our names, nationality, what we were doing in
Sweden. Were we tourists?
“Yes, yes,” Dario said.
They grilled Dario. They wanted to know where he was staying. He said he was
staying with a friend and gave them an address and phone number. I wondered if the
phone number and address were phony. Then they told us to stop disturbing the peace
and went away.
“What was that all about?” Johnny said.
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“Fucking bastards,” Dario hissed.
“Let’s go,” I said. “Let’s get out of here.”
“You see,” Dario went on, “what did I tell you? They think we’re primitives.
Because we show our emotions. You can think all you want about Sweden, but this
country is sick. If you remove their equality, there's nothing there.”
“They trust their politicians,” Dario said. “We Italians have no faith in them. We
don’t trust the government because we know they’re all crooks. And you know what?
Sweden had the biggest eugenics program. They did it until the late 1970s.” He went on
to say that the government had sterilized one hundred thousand people without their
knowledge. After finishing his story, he turned to Johnny. “You said it. This is a
country of efficiency. Individuals don’t matter. Especially you and me,” he said,
slapping my shoulder.
I agreed with many of the things he said, but he was also annoying.
Johnny and I kept quiet. We both knew how volatile he was and didn’t want to
risk saying anything he could take issue with. It was as if he wanted us just to say, “Yes,
yes Dario. You’re right. You’re so right.”
“They no longer have eugenics,” he went on. “But they have mental hospitals.
They’ll lock you up if you’re different.”
Late that night, when we parted ways, I knew this kind of life couldn’t go on.
Sooner or later I’d face a decision. I’d have to do more than walking about and lounging
in the parks.
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***

But every morning I’d be at Singh’s. The solitude of my dorm made me go back to the
only people I knew.
The next day I got to Singh's later than usual. Johnny and Dario weren't there.
Singh said they’d be back in a few minutes. I ordered coffee and waited.
"It's a shame she lives across the street," Singh said. “The bitch.”
He said that a few months ago, Dario had fallen in love with a girl named Eva
who regularly came into the café.
He slept with her, but one day there was trouble, and she stopped coming over
and didn’t return his calls. One thing led to another. Eva pressed charges. Two cops
showed up one day and took Dario to a police station. He was locked up in a cell for five
hours, then his name was entered into a stalkers register and he was ordered to keep at a
distance from her house.
Since the café was so close to where she lived, Dario was at risk of being arrested
every time he went to work. But what could he do? The job opportunities for foreigners
who didn’t speak any Swedish were few and far between.

***
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All afternoon we walked through Södermalm then Gamla Stan. We sat by the water and
watched Stockholm. Around five we took the pedestrian bridge over to Normalm and
went up Drottninggatan, a pedestrian street. It was full of people from all walks of life,
speaking all kinds of languages. People snapped photos, and kids were running about.
Others were waiting in line with their parents at an ice cream stand. Makeshift stalls sold
candy, chocolate, and licorice. Stockholm was always subdued, but here it had come
alive with the tourists.
A group of people stood in the middle of the street and blocked the way for
everybody else. Some seven or eight children kept running around in circles. One of the
men was looking at a large fold-out map. He wore one of those quilted zip-up vests that
used to be popular in Italy ten years ago and a green cap. The other men were right
beside him, tugging at the map.
“Look at this lot,” Dario said and walked up to the men. “You are lost,” he said in
Italian.
They looked at him. “Ah, you're Italian,” they said. “You could see we’re in
trouble, eh?” the one with the green cap said. “We’ve been looking at this map for some
time.”
They were from Rome.
“Rome?” Dario said. “ I am from Rome.” Now his accent sounded more Roman.
The Italians got excited; they couldn't fathom that anybody else from Rome would visit
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Sweden. The children stopped running and stared at Dario, Johnny, and me. Then a
long-haired boy dashed in our direction, and all the other kids came running after him and
collided into their parents.
By our clothing, it was impossible to guess that any of us was Italian. We had no
style. Dario, too, looked like a vagrant. He was in a ragged jeans jacket and a pair of
rubber sandals, and wore his hair long.
“We’ve come in two campers,” the man with the cap said. “We’ve been driving
all the way, crossed from Denmark on the long bridge. We’re going up to the Nordkap."
He was speaking for the group. "It's been a long way, but we still have more than half the
distance to go. You imagine?"
Dario asked them where in Rome they were from, what neighborhood, what
street. Then they talked about a certain corner with a café that sold the most delicious
pastries.
Johnny didn’t speak Italian, and I didn’t know Rome. We just listened.
Dario gave them a summary of his life in Rome and introduced himself.
"So you're an artist," the guy with the cap said. He was slow to shake Dario's
hand as if everything Dario had said had confused him. "Marzio," the man finally said,
then he introduced his wife and the other two couples.
Marzio’s wife was the sister of one of the men, a fat guy with a bald head and
small glasses who looked like a headmaster. The women were all dark and short and
looked like sisters.
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"We are traveling with everything," Marzio said. "Homemade pasta, homemade
sauces, vegetables in olive oil, pecorino, salami, prosciutto, and twelve cases of red wine.
That’s the only way we could do it.”
This was so typical of Italians.
“What’s it like here?” Marzio asked Dario. “You live here.”
“Mah, people are strange,” Dario said. “They are different from us. Look around.
The ones who are speaking loud and laughing are tourists. The Swedes are like ice.
They never show their emotions.”
“Really?” Marzio said.
Then Dario got in one of his long tirades, which made me uncomfortable. It
seemed misplaced. The Italians had just arrived in Sweden and were here on vacation to
enjoy themselves.
Marzio’s sister, a stocky woman with the look of a Roman matron, said
something to the children. The men looked at each other as if to be sure of what they
heard and peered at the people around us. Marzio nodded to Dario, but his constant
poking of the map gave away his discomfort.
As soon as Dario ran out of things to say, I asked the Italians where they were
staying. I wanted to move the conversation to something more pleasant.
"We've found a campsite on an island. What's it called?" Marzio turned to the
others. "Långholmen?"
“Where are you going now?” Dario said.
They were on their way to the Royal Palace and Gamla Stan.

68

“Look,” Dario said and pointed in the direction we had come. The view was
stunning. You could see the Royal Palace, the Parliament, and all the rooftops and
steeples of the old town. "That’s the Palace," Dario said, “and over there, the
parliament.”
They thanked us many times and said how lucky they were to have run into us.
Marzio folded the map and slipped it in his pocket. Then they all looked at each other
with relief.
But Dario wasn’t done. “Gamla Stan is a gem,” he said. “The rest is just okay.
Many old quarters of Stockholm were destroyed in the seventies to build apartments and
offices. This country is crazy.”
Marzio nodded.
“Completely different than Italy,” Dario said to Johnny.
"In Italy everyone does what he feels like doing?” Johnny said.
"In Italy, if you follow the rules you're an idiot. If you cut the corners, you're
furbo—smart. Here, if you break one rule, they fuck you up. ”
“You should probably get going,” I said to Marzio, “before it’s too late. It was a
pleasure to meet you.”
He stood there and looked at us, then at his wife. “Listen, if you feel like it. If
you feel like it,” he said, “why don’t you come look for us tonight? As I said, we have all
this food. If you want, come eat with us. We would like that.”
I’m not sure why he invited us. Perhaps he saw through us, how miserable we
were.
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“You can’t miss it. We have two identical campers.”
Johnny understood that Marzio had invited us and smiled at the group.
“This is Johnny,” Dario said. “He’s American.”
“Ha!” they said.
“Bene, Gianni," Marzio said and shook Johnny’s hand.
Johnny didn’t correct him. He seemed pleased to be called Gianni.
By eight o'clock the Italians would be cooking. We could visit them anytime after
that. They regrouped and walked towards the pedestrian bridge. After a few yards, they
turned and waved good-bye. The children waved too.
“Nice people,” Johnny said. “I can’t believe they invited us to have dinner with
them.”
“They’re Italian,” Dario said. “It would never happen in this country.”
“We’ll be treated to some Italian food,” Johnny said. He turned to me and raised
one hand above his head. I slapped it. “We’re rockin’, ladies,” Johnny said.
We had three hours before dinner, so we took Drottninggatan to Sergels Torg.
Shoppers with colorful bags crowded the square. After some time, we retraced our steps,
crossed over to Gamla Stan, and turned into a jam-packed pedestrian street lined with
boutiques, konditorier, and specialty stores. The shops windows and the wide-open glass
doors glared in the sun.
“Look at this,” Dario said, “there are so many people here. I should come here
and perform. I’d make a lot of money.”
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Jonny and I remained quiet. We doubted he had a pantomime act. Since the first
day we’d met him he was always boasting about it but never showed us anything, not
even his costume.
“I’m really good,” Dario said. “Oh, you should see me. You’d like it. I could
make a fortune. There are so many people here.”
We ran into the Italians again. They didn’t see us. The men were stooped over
the map and looked as confused as before, while the women were shouting at the
children.
“Italians,” Dario said, “you can see them from chilometri.”

***

We got to a part of Stockholm I didn't know. All houses were silent, not a light in their
windows. It seemed that nobody lived in this neighborhood. A cloud drifted above, stark
white against the darkening sky.
I heard voices coming from farther up the street. Three people were sitting under
the enormous white awning of a café. A woman with long, black hair and large
sunglasses was talking to the other two in Italian.
"Abbiamo visto tutto a Stoccolma,” she said and bought her wine glass to her lips.
She wore a white dress and stilettos.
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We were just a few yards away now. They were all having a Caprese salad and
drinking sparkling white wine.
“They must be from Milano,” Dario said and stopped. "Look at the name of the
bar." CAFE MILANO was spelled in red on the awning. "This bitch just said she saw
everything in Stockholm in two days," Dario explained to Johnny.
He glowered at the woman. She was fully aware of him but did her best to avoid
looking at him.
“Look at her. Just look at the way she sits, holds her cigarette, the clothes she
wears. She is exactly the type of person who comes to Stockholm to sit at Café Milano.”
Then turning to her, he shouted something profane.
I knew where his trouble came from: it had to do with that woman, Eva, and
spending an afternoon in a cell, and turning forty and having no money, no prospects.
Somehow his rage and anger didn’t get to me. I was more concerned with myself,
worrying about what I was going to do with my life.

***

We took Västerbron over Lake Mälaren, from Södermalm to Kungsholmen. The six
hundred yard long bridge rose high above the water. From this vantage point I could see
the city: islands scattered about the dark-gray waters and a myriad lights glowing orange.
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On the final section, the bridge went over Långholmen, a small island just off the
shore of Kungsholmen. Down below, I could see a large parking lot with a few RVs and
next to it a lawn with tents. But I couldn't locate the two identical RVs.
We got to Kungsholmen and took a narrow path with hairpin turns that went
down the steep hill to the shore. A woman with platinum hair and a German shepherd on
a leash was walking up in our direction. We went past each other. I could already see a
short footbridge going over the water to a dock with a log cabin. Dario looked back. I
did too and caught sight of the woman just as she disappeared into the trees.
“Did you see the way she looked at me?" Dario said and launched in pursuit of
her.
“What’s he thinking?
“Dunno,” Johnny said. "I don't care. Fuck. That dog is going to maul him if he
tries anything.”
I sat down on the footbridge, leaned with my back against the rusty railing, and
stretched my legs. My feet stuck out of the opposite railing. I looked toward the
campsite. Behind the log cabin there was the lawn with the tents and past it the parking
lot with RVs. Further down the dock, a brown submarine the size of a van was propped
on four stacks of red bricks. The place felt weird. Though there were dozens of tents, I
couldn’t see anybody.
“They must all be out in the city,” Johnny said.
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I felt low and empty. I wondered if Dario would forget us. After all, it was thanks
to him that the Italians had invited us, and I didn't feel I could even start a conversation
with the Italians; I didn’t think we had anything to share or talk about.
“Where is he?” Johnny said. “I don’t care, let’s just go.”
Twenty minutes later, Dario emerged from the trees with his ponytail untied, hair
streaming over his face and shoulders. For a moment, I thought something had happened
between them. I wished he had made love to her in a bush and reconciled with Sweden.
I imagined that something as simple as getting laid would fix him.
“I couldn’t find her,” Dario said. “I ran up, but she must’ve taken a different way.
Shall we go? I’m starving.”
A waist-high chain-link fence divided the RV lot in two: large ones on one side,
small ones on the other.
The Italians were already cooking. They greeted us. The RVs were as big as
buses. They had set out folding tables and plastic chairs. A woman inside an RV was
preparing food, and steam and the smell of garlic wafted out of the open window.
Another one went in to help her. The third remained by the doorstep of the RV.
“We have just thrown in the pasta,” she said and invited us to take a seat. Bottles
of wine were passed around and Marzio’s wife served us some parmigiana eggplant with
bread, and Marzio sliced pecorino.
“Do you know this one?” the younger man said. He was holding a bottle of red
wine.
Dario took it. “Yeah, this is the best wine there is.”
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The man uncorked it and served everyone small plastic cups of wine.
“To Sweden,” I said, without irony.
Dario laughed.
“To friends,” Johnny said.
“Ah sì, good good,” Marzio said. “It’s a pleasure to have you with us.”
We touched cups.
Suddenly Italy didn’t seem like a bad place. I was thinking of the times I spent
there on vacation: good food, large tables with many people sitting together, dark orange
piazzas in the sun, church bells tolling every fifteen minutes. I was also thinking of my
dad. He had gotten upset with me when I quit my job, saying that I was making a big
mistake. We hadn’t been in touch in two months, and I wondered what he was doing.
The Italians wanted to travel the world in their campers with their kids and
partners, while taking Italy with them.
“As long as we have this wine,” Marzio said. “As long as we have this wine.”
He opened a trunk on the side of the camper. “Look.” It was full of boxes of wine.
“We’ve never gone this far from home. But when we finish the wine we’ll have to go
home.”
We cheered to that and drank the wine. We ate the eggplant with bread, olives,
and sun-dried tomatoes. We gobbled everything down. Johnny couldn’t stop saying how
happy he was about the company, the food, and the hospitality. He put a hand on his
chest and looked at our hosts, especially the women.
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“Ma non e’ niente, diglielo, che non e’ niente,” the women said. It’s nothing, tell
him it’s nothing.
I thanked them many times. I was grateful for the food, their generosity, and how
they didn’t make a big deal out of it, they were so down to earth. They had adopted us
into their family. I enjoyed talking to these strangers, and actually, they didn’t feel like
strangers. Just the kids peered at us now and then; they seemed suspicious of our
unkempt look, ragged clothes, and unshaved faces.
“The eggplant parmigiana,” Johnny said and kissed his joined first finger and
thumb. “Molto buon.”
“Tell him,” Marzio said. “Tell Gianni it makes us happy that he’s eating. It makes
us happy to see you eat with gusto. This is nothing, just a quick plate of pasta. We
brought everything with us. That is who we are.”
My troubles seemed to vanish. Dario, too, was a different person. He was quieter
than usual but laughed and joked and smiled. Johnny did most of the talking, though he
didn’t speak Italian and I had to translate back and forth. The women prepared the pasta
in batches and served the first plates of Spaghetti all’Amatriciana. Marzio poured more
wine into our cups, and we ate and talked about nothing and everything.
Darkness had come, and the trees were quieting, holding the night. Across the
chain-link fence, a man and a woman sat in some beach-style chairs and strained their
eyes to read a newspaper and a book in the shadow of the long bridge above our heads.
“There is no secret about life,” Marzio said and went to the fence. I followed him.
"Hey,” he called to the couple, “we're all down here, and we are driving to the Nordkap.”
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The couple didn’t respond. They didn’t know Italian.
“Would you please invite them over?” Marzio said. “Ask them if they would like
to try the wine.” He lifted the bottle toward the couple.
"Hey," I called to them, in English. "We're drinking this special wine from Lazio."
They looked at me but didn’t budge. Though it was almost too dark to read, the
man resumed staring at his paper.
“Would you like to try a cup of wine?”
“Cesanese from Ciociaria,” Marzio said and brandished the bottle.
"It's a great wine," I said and took a sip. “Ruby, soft to the palate. Dry and yet
sweet.”
On this side of the lot, we were celebrating, getting mildly drunk on the fullbodied wine while the couple on the other side sat demurely in their chairs and didn’t say
a word. Eventually the woman straightened in the chair and looked at us. We had piqued
her curiosity, but she wavered because of her husband’s indifference.
“Tell them this is good wine,” Marzio said and wrapped an arm around my
shoulders and whispered in my ear. “We saw them last night. I think they’re from
Holland.”
“Come over and try this wine. It’s special,” I called.
Marzio handed me two cups and poured wine in them.
The man wore small glasses and had thinning hair. He seemed annoyed we were
calling him, interrupting his reading. The woman had short brown hair and looked more
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interested in us; she no longer read her novel and kept moving her eyes from her husband
to us, thinking it over. Finally, she got out of her chair and tiptoed over.
“What is it?” she said in English
“Some wine,” I said. “Here, have some.”
She didn’t take it.
“Di dove siete?” Marzio said.
They were from Flanders and had driven over here through Denmark. She called
her husband. He stared at her and shrugged. I raised my cup toward him. She seconded
me and motioned to him to join us. He folded the newspaper, slowly rose to his feet, and
walked over with agonizing slowness, keeping his eyes to the pavement. She spoke to
him in Flemish. He nodded to her but kept staring at the pavement. Only when she was
finished giving him a convoluted introduction to what was happening, did he lift his face
and look at us.
“You are our neighbors,” Marzio said.
“We have all this wine from Italy,” I translated.
“Si," he said, echoing everything I said.
They were reluctant to accept the wine as if taking this small cup would put them
in debt to their neighbors. That's the thing about people: you give somebody an
unexpected gift and they become suspicious, thinking “What's the catch? What will this
person want from me later?” It depressed me how this man made such a big fuss about
accepting a flimsy plastic cup of red wine. What a hard sell. I decided to flatter the
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woman, focus my attention on her, tell her a story, and get her to accept the wine as soon
as she lowered her guard.
I had never heard of the wine before but talked about in grandiose terms:
Cesanese del Piglio, an undiscovered wine from one of the most underrated wine regions
of Italy—underrated only because of ignorance. Word would soon get out. The wine
was a product of Ciociaria, the next Tuscany, the next Chianti. I asked them if they had
seen La Ciociara, the De Sica film with Sophia Lauren. Cesanese originated from that
precise region, a region of passion, sunshine, and fertility that gave the grapes intense
sweetness, nuances of berries and plum. I raised the cup, spun it gently, brought it to my
nose, closed my eyes, and smelled the wine.
“What perfume,” I said, “you ought to smell it. Come up here. This wine is
special.”
I was on a mission for Marzio, for my own sake, though I probably sounded like a
used car salesman trying to get rid of a lemon. But I was trying my best. I wanted
Marzio to be proud of me. I wanted our celebration to include his neighbors. I used the
shaky knowledge and some vocabulary I remembered from a wine tasting class I had
taken years earlier. I gave it my all. Marzio had put his faith in me, and it was down to
me to bring the Flemish couple to the party. The Italians didn’t know English while
Johnny and Dario were too busy stuffing themselves with anything the women brought
out of the kitchen.
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"Consider how far this wine traveled," I said. No, they'd never find Cesanese
anywhere outside Italy. And here in Sweden, with Systembolaget and all that crap, they
couldn’t even dream about it unless they were willing to spend a fortune.
The couple stared at me in silence. They didn’t have a clue about Systembolaget.
This was their first time in Sweden. I steered clear from that topic, mostly because I
didn’t want Dario to overhear what I said and start railing about drunken Swedes and
Orwellian government control. Then I was at a loss. Their resistance was so staunch; I
started thinking they must be teetotalers.
But when the Flemish realized that I was Marzio's guest and that not everybody in
our group was Italian, they loosened up. The woman seized the cup and stared at the
wine. She glanced at Marzio before bringing it to her lips. Her face tensed. The wine
filled her mouth. She looked at me, then Marzio, then nodded to her husband. Her lips
relaxed into a smile that expanded on her face as she stared at her husband and kept
nodding.
“There you go! You see?” Marzio said with satisfaction. “It’s not so bad!”
As he said this, I had the feeling that from now on we would understand each
other and be united by something that transcended idioms.
Marzio looked at me with pride. “Good wine works miracles.”
Of this, he had no doubt. And neither did I, witnessing how the couple suddenly
started talking about their trip. Differences in culture, language, nationality and the mere
fact that we were standing on opposite sides of the fence dissolved. Marzio fetched
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another wine bottle. The Flemish man turned into a jovial talker, and the woman tossed
her head back, blushed, and laughed.
If you would’ve stumbled there accidentally, you would surely have thought this
was a reunion of old friends. Only the translations I performed and the setting, the quiet
gray parking lot in the shadow of a bridge, would’ve given you pause.
Dario, Johnny, and the other Italians came to the fence. Of course, Dario had to
ask what our new friends thought about Swedish people.
“We haven’t met any,” the woman said.
“That is okay,” Dario said. “You are meeting the friendly Italians now. Don’t
bother with the Swedes.”
In this parking lot, in the quiet of the night, among travelers, a caravan of
foreigners, we were setting an example: showing the world, Sweden in particular, how
things could be. We shared a meal, a glass of wine, and a conversation.
The Flemish man asked Marzio about Rome.
“Coliseum!” Marzio said. “Roman Forum! Piazza di Spagna! San Pietro!” He
named every landmark, his eyes shining.
The Flemish man nodded.
I wanted to be a facilitator, an interpreter. I wanted to bring cultures together and
put the languages I spoke to good use. Instead of seeing the differences, instead of
criticizing or complaining, I’d appreciate the things I had. If only my life were as simple
as Marzio's! If only I hadn't moved so much, lived in so many different countries,
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changed my life around so many times. If only I appreciated what I had, then I would've
stayed in London, Berlin, or Miami and stopped wandering, and perhaps I'd be happier.
The Cesanese went straight to my head. To top it off, Marzio served Limoncello
made with lemons from his father's orchard. We had a marvelous time until it turned
dark and late and it was time to go.
Marzio wanted us to take the salami and pecorino that his wife had wrapped in
aluminum foil. They worried about us. Dario was close to forty, I was almost thirty, and
Johnny in his late twenties, but they saw us as kids. You’re a kid until you drop anchor
and know it’s what you want to do: the time has come to settle down, establish a home,
and lay the foundation for a future. None of us had any responsibility, a companion, a
job or even the inkling to stay put.
We were nomads.

***

On the way back, on the bridge, the wind rattled and clanged against the metal structure,
the rivets shook in the colossal iron skeleton. The water below merged with the night; a
blackness that expanded and swallowed Stockholm, swallowed memories, and my
dreams.
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I couldn’t see the RVs, just a confused shadowy picture. Then Långholmen
floated away. I pulled up the zipper of my jacket, ducked my head to protect from the
wind. We walked in Indian file. Dario and Johnny curled their shoulders and sank their
hands in the pockets of their jackets. I trailed behind them to spy on Stockholm, its
steeples and towers and churches, and a thousand scattered lights.
I dreaded the long walk home. I didn’t want to walk it. My friends carried me.
They sailed ahead and tugged me. What else could I do? I followed step by step, in
silence. We retraced the way we had come, then to Slussen where Johnny and Dario
went down into the Tunnelbana station.
I continued through the old town alone, staggering along on my way to my
student room. Something was broken. I was no longer a free spirit, but a lost soul. I’m
not sure what the difference is. I felt homesick for something I didn’t know.
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Valhallavägen

We'd been walking aimlessly for the past two hours and I'd been venting about Freja and
Måns. Johnny had listened patiently, but by nighttime he’d become annoyed with my
talking. He said he’d been in Sweden in a month and hadn't met anybody but me, which
wasn’t accurate, of course.
But Dario was out of the picture now. We no longer went to Singh's and avoided
him. Dario had been so overbearing and his anger affected our mood, made us restless.
There were times when he would go headlong into a tirade and there was nothing you
could do to stop him. I would feel like I was suffocating. It was the same for Johnny. I
think Dario understood this and, as a result, never attempted to make contact. Or perhaps
he had grown tired of us, too.
"Not one conversation with a Swede," Johnny said. "At least you had an
adventure."
“Getting punched in the face?”
I had run into Freja on my way out of a pub a few nights before. A guy came
over and tried to break off our conversation. When I told him to leave us alone, he yelled
at her to immediately follow him inside the pub. “Fuck off,” I said. That’s when he
punched me in the face and knocked me out. I hadn’t known she had a boyfriend. I’d
met her many times for coffee or drinks, but she’d never mentioned him.
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“I’m surprised no other woman has fallen for you,” Johnny said. “With such a
tough-looking mug. You look like a bruiser, a boxer.” He chuckled with delight at his
joke.
I touched my mouth. The laceration on my lip hadn't healed completely and one
side of my face was still a little swollen. It hurt when I chewed.
“Fuck that guy,” Johnny said. “He’s a loser. She seems like a nice girl; why is
she even with a guy like that? With those hanging earlobes and piercings, and that tattoo
on his neck?”
That was the thing I didn’t understand either, the thing that kept me hoping.
“They live together,” I said. “They bought a fucking apartment together.”
“Wow,” Johnny said.
We were in the park behind the Opera House and were a little drunk. It was dark.
This was Wednesday; few people were around. He sat down on the stone wall that
bounded the park and rolled a cigarette and smoked.
"People are so fucked up," he said. "You remember the waitress in the
restaurant?" We had spent the afternoon walking around the city. It was hot and sunny
and we were thirsty, but all the shops and cafés we passed were closed. When we came
across a restaurant, Johnny went inside and asked the waitress if she could fill his bottle
with water. It was past lunchtime. The place was empty.
"She thought we were two bums because I asked her for some water.” Aw poor
you, where are you from?” he said, repeating word for word what she had told him.
“You don't have any money? You can't even afford mineral water?" He puffed on his
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cigarette. "So fucking clueless. What was she thinking? They live in this perfect world,
perfect society, and when somebody asks them for water, they figure it's the saddest thing
in the world."
Johnny’s honeymoon with Sweden had long ended. He had become tougher, less
naïve, somber, a little more like Dario.
People often stared at us. We ignored them or laughed about it, but sometimes, in
moments of loneliness, it got to us, and we'd rail against Sweden the way Dario used to
do. He was no longer with us, but something about him endured; he had forever altered
how we looked at Sweden.
While we often talked about going to Finland, Estonia, or even Greece, we were
stuck here. I was in a slump, low on money, and wanted to see if anything would happen
with Freja. Johnny was staying for free in a cottage on the outskirts of town. He had
come here to escape the United States and see Europe, but he, too, didn’t have money to
travel anywhere.
We just walked on, taking in the night and the quietness of Stockholm. We didn't
see anybody for long stretches. It was two in the morning. Loud drunken Swedes
stumbled into each other, men and women, strangers, brought together by liquor,
staggered to a line of cabs.
The sudden excitement had an effect on Johnny. He put an arm around my neck.
“Let’s go to a titty bar. This is Sweden, for Christ’s sake, the capital of Sweden. There’s
got to be one around here.”
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I wasn’t in that kind of mood and told him so. But he was already pacing up and
down the sidewalk, stopping people, asking for directions.
“We deserve better than an exotic dancer,” I said.
“You think so?” But he wasn’t listening. Three smartly dressed young guys
walked past him.
“Hey you, wait a minute,” Johnny called out. They stopped and turned.
Johnny scratched his temple with two fingers and labored to find the right words. “Guys,
pardon me, are you from Stockholm? Good, I was wondering, if any of you know— I’m
looking for directions.”
“Are you looking for a hospital?”
“No, no.”
They stared at him.
“A place with girls. You know, naked girls?”
The guys laughed nervously and stared at each other.
Johnny stopped more people, but nobody understood the question or didn't want
to answer.
“Isn’t Sweden world famous for its porn industry?” he said. “They show porn on
TV and sell porn mags at the 7-Elevens.”
I had seen it before, the way Johnny was acting now. He could have these mood
swings and become manic. It happened when he drank too much, got lonesome, or when
Dario pestered him. Then he just couldn’t stop, as if the one thing that bothered or
excited him took over.
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He had this look about him; I knew the look. He went to the curb and waved
down a cab and asked the driver. The guy listened, then shook his head and drove on.
“Titty bar,” Johnny said to another group of guys he had stopped. “You know,
where women take off their clothes and shake their asses to music. Strip tease. Places
with pole-dancing where girls show some flesh.”
"You’ve never been to one?" he said to a lanky guy in his early twenties.
“No,” the guy said, grinning.
"What are you waiting for?” Johnny said. “Do you want to come along? Nobody
seems to know where they are, but I promise you we'll find one."
Three young men were walking toward us, talking. They kept their heads bowed.
One of them was tall, with long, thin hair. Johnny had to spread his arms wide to block
their path and get their attention, so absorbed were they in conversation.
“You guys live in Stockholm? We’re looking for a titty bar, a place with naked
girls. We’re from America, the USA.”
When they heard America, the boys' faces relaxed, as if they understood why we
were looking for a strip club.
“Is there one around here?” Johnny said.
The tall one with a baby face put a finger to his lip. “Du," he said, like he had an
idea, and turned to his friends. After a short, animated talk the guy said, "I think there's a
place called Private Club, something like that."
As far as they knew, that was the only cabaret in Stockholm. We tried to get
more information, but that was all they knew. They shrugged and walked off.
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“Nobody has heard of it? They’re too prudish to tell us what they know. Private,
eh? I bet the whole fucking city is there.”
We walked up Birgerljarlsgatan and peered at every building we passed. Farther
up, the street turned residential. All the houses on the west side of the street were on
higher ground, on top of a steep rock that was covered with bushes and trees. Every fifty
yards, between buildings, there would be some stone steps rising to the upper street
behind the buildings. "There's nothing here," Johnny said.
We took the next stone steps to the top and reached a square with a floodlit white
church in its center. A fence surrounded the church grounds. We looped around it and
searched every street branching off from there; then, without realizing, we were back on
Birgerjarlsgatan.
Johnny waved at oncoming vehicles. All the drivers turned their heads to check
us out, but no one stopped. At last, a taxi, an old, rusty Mercedes made a U-turn and
coasted fifteen yards past us and pulled over. The driver rolled down his window. He
wore nerdy glasses with tinted lenses.
“Hey, bro,” Johnny said, “we’re looking for a titty bar. You know the one, Club
Private. Must be right around here.”
The driver was chewing gum and had a phone to his ear.
“Yeah,” he said. “Climb in.”
“How far is it?” I said.
“Not far. Couple minutes.”
We climbed in.
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He drove off and resumed his conversation with the person on the phone. He
spoke an African-sounding language.
“Where is it?” I asked.
He didn’t answer, kept talking on the phone. I asked again.
“Don’t worry my friend,” he said, turning to us. “I know where it is.”
We passed the white church. My anticipation grew because we had searched for
the goddamn place for so long without any success. I felt we were on a mission. We
took a steep, windy street behind the church. The driver chattered away on the phone,
reassuring us every few minutes.
“Here we are. Here we are.”
He stopped the car. I looked out the window and studied the street corner. There
were no cars, no people, no lights. The guy was still talking on the phone. “This is it,”
he said stretching his arm out the window and pointing to a shop.
I climbed out of the car.
"Wait, wait,” he shouted, jumping out of the car, “you have to pay.” Then he
spoke rapidly into the phone, hung up, and came after me. "You have to pay. It's two
hundred kronor."
As the crow flies, we were no more than four hundred yards from the spot where
he had picked us up. He had driven us in circles for fifteen minutes.
“You must be outta your mind,” Johnny said. “He thinks we’re drunk tourists.
Hey, Birgerjarlsgatan is three streets over. You could’ve told us to walk here.”
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“I took you where you wanted. I brought you here. Look, I’m only doing my job.
This is the place.” He pointed again at the shop.
From the street, it looked like a regular store. The window was large, the door
white, and the place badly lit. The were no red neon signs reading "sex shop" or "peep
show" or “triple-x.” But when I got closer, I saw a peculiar assortment of objects in the
window: a naked mannequin wearing a garter and a ruby red slip, a long latex glove set
on a ruffled haystack, a collection of old-fashioned porno tapes, a golden whip on a red
velour poof, some ebony handcuffs next to a police captain's hat, and a pneumatic drill
with a white plastic dildo at its tip and a variety of red, purple, blue, and electric pink
penises fanned out around the drill.
I figured he had mistaken Club Private for a private members’ club. The window
display looked creepy. I put my face to the glass and peered inside, but it was too dark to
see much of anything. I could tell that a black felt drape hung from the ceiling and
screened off part of the room.
“They have shows here,” the driver said. A strange glare reflected off the
mannequin’s face, making her look real. “It’s a sex club. Ring the bell. The shows are
down in the basement. This is it.”
“I’m not buying it,” Johnny said.
“This looks like a sex shop that has gone out of business,” I said.
Johnny patted his chin.
"I bring people here all the time. Politicians and businessmen from Russia. It may
not look like it, but this is it. Now give me the money."

91

The objects on display gave me a sick feeling.
“Why don’t you knock at the door?” I said. “Since you’ve brought us here and
you come here all the time?”
“I drive people here. I don’t go inside these places.”
“But you drive people here all the time?”
“You said you wanted a place with naked girls.”
“This is not it,” Johnny said. “We’re looking for a strip joint called Club Private.”
“I gave you the ride. Now give me the money.”
“You think we’re stupid,” Johnny said. “We’re three blocks from where you
picked us up. And this is a sex shop at best.”
The driver chuckled.
"You think we're two drunken tourists you can scam?"
“Ay, give me the money,” he said, softening. “I gave you a ride. It’s late. It’s
not my problem if you don’t want to go in.”
There was an awkward silence. We all looked at each other.
“The money!” he shouted.
“You didn’t start the meter,” Johnny said. “You’re supposed to start the meter as
soon as we get in the car.”
The guy huffed.
“Listen,” Johnny continued, “I’m American, but I’m no fool.” He lit a cigarette
and took a puff. He was red in the face, and his eyes shone. He took another puff and
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spat out smoke. “I’m not fucking paying two hundred kronor. What’s that, forty bucks?
You’re ripping us off.”
The driver lowered his voice and started talking about his family, his kids, the
price of gasoline increasing every day, and having to work late every night for next to
nothing.
“Let’s get out of here,” I said.
"You owe me money," he said and stepped toward us.
A big guy like him would give anyone a good brawl. He must’ve weighed two
hundred and twenty pounds, with a strong frame and muscular shoulders, and he
probably dealt with belligerent drunks every night.
“I could report you. I’ve noted your license number.” I said, so he'd not attempt
anything stupid.
“And you took us to the wrong place,” Johnny said.
He stared at us awhile. "Okay, give me half."
"Let's go. I'm not giving him a dime," I said.
I grabbed Johnny by the arm, but Johnny pulled out his wallet, sighed, and handed
the guy a hundred kronor note.
The second he pocketed the money, the driver screamed insults at us. He
slammed the door of his car and drove off, tires screeching.
We turned to the window. “What do you think? Shall we have a go?”
“No way I’m going in,” I said.
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We took a street that went straight down to Birgerjarlsgatan. I wanted to go
home, but Johnny started walking up the street again, convinced he’d find the club.
Ten minutes later, we stepped into a 7-Eleven. An Asian man was working the
night shift. I ordered a cinnamon bun and two cups of black coffee, while Johnny went to
the newsstand area and glanced at the covers of glossy mags wrapped in semi-transparent
plastic sleeves.
I asked the Asian guy if he was Swedish. He told me his name was Koy and that
he had moved to Sweden from Korea when he was a child. There were no other
customers, and he seemed to enjoy our company. His story interested me. I asked him if
he considered himself Swedish. He didn't. He said he didn't feel at home in Sweden. I
understood. I told him I never felt at home anywhere because I had lived in too many
different countries and moved around too much, so I always missed something I had
gotten used to in some other place. Koy had spent a few years in Toronto with some
relatives and liked it far better there. But his dream, he said, was to move to America.
"I love America," I said and suddenly missed it very much and wished I was back
there. I missed the people and the friendly, casual conversations you could have with
strangers; the way people on the street said hello and asked how you were doing, which
most Europeans found superficial and weird. But now that I was in Sweden, I dearly
missed those small nuggets. Those questions made all the difference because they gave
you a chance, a little window of opportunity that you could take or leave and turn into an
exchange, the possibility of sharing something, a story with somebody.
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“I’m from New Orleans,” Johnny said. “You know, Mardi Gras. Well, I’m going
to bring Mardi Gras to this country.”
We laughed hard, an outburst of laughter charged with spite and liberation.
Koy poured our coffee in green and orange cups and put on the lids. He refused
to take my money. Johnny asked if Koy knew of the strip joint.
We were in luck. Club Private was on the next corner. Koy said that in spite of
working so close to it, he had never been there. He asked us to come back and tell us
how it was.
We had spent time and money searching for Club Private, but now that we were a
stone's throw away we weren't so eager to go there. The coffee warmed me up, and Koy's
friendly voice relaxed me. Johnny calmed down too. We took our time sipping our
coffee. Then we said goodbye to Koy and promised him we’d come back and give him
the lowdown on the place.
You could see Club Private a mile away. A red carpet was at the entrance and
two huge torches guarded a dungeon-style door. The club was in the basement of a large
apartment building. We went through the door and arrived at a tiny room with a box
office. A girl in the window handed Johnny a large laminated sheet with MENU written
at the top. A simple entry and consumption of a drink set you back three hundred
Kronor, while a night with a girl cost an exorbitant amount of money, a sum most people
would be happy to earn in a month.
It was past four in the morning so I asked the girl how long “all night” would last.
Her answer was vague. Johnny said he had very particular tastes and wanted to check out
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the dancers before committing to anything. He asked if the club featured any famous
stars.
“Betty Delicious, Line Slida, and many others. But not tonight. Tonight it’s just
the house girls.”
Johnny looked at me, worked his lips, and nodded to the girl. “That will be fine.”
He gave her six hundred kronor.
We had to pay an additional fifty kronor each to leave our jackets and backpacks
in the cloakroom. We went into the smelly, dark corridor. A string of Christmas tree
lights along the wall provided the only lighting. We went down a narrow stairway, to a
small, dark room. Everything in it was black: walls, furniture, and carpet.
Some green and purple lava lamps were set in three corners of the room, and a
small, square stage with a brass pole took up most of the space. Two rows of tables drew
a U around the stage, and there was a small bar at the front of the room. Nobody was
there.
We sat at a table to the right of the stage. A guy with the build of a Greco-Roman
wrestler took our order, went back to the bar to fix our drinks, and talked into a mic.
"Clap your hands for sweet Maya," he said.
A short Asian woman in a red skirt and white blouse stepped out of a door behind
the stage and went to the pole. She touched her breasts and neck with her long, fake
nails, loosened the buttons of her skirt, and pulled a bobby pin out of her hair. Her long,
silky hair rolled down in waves.
“I want to see your ass,” Johnny whispered.
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Maya’s performance was far from fluid. She stopped dancing to take off her skirt,
and again when her spiked heels got entangled in it. A mere thirty seconds into her
routine, she removed her bra. I wondered what kind of men came here. I wanted to
leave, but Johnny had paid for the entry and I knew he wanted to get his money’s worth.
Maya whirled around the pole to the song Naughty Girl. Her body and hair
became a blur. She kept whirling around, embracing her bent knee.
"This is what I'm talking about," Johnny said when her ass was right in front of
us.
When I looked at the bar, I saw four women in white robes and high heels sitting
there. They were drinking, throwing glances in our direction, and making small talk.
One of them, with bright blue eyes and smooth blond hair, looked younger than the
others. She sat on a stool with her legs crossed and, unlike the other women, she never
looked in our direction.
When the music stopped, Maya disappeared into the back room. A minute later
she came to our table wearing a silk robe, and sat on my lap. She stared into my eyes.
"Hey baby," she said, making her eyes sultry. "You like me?"
“Yeah,” I said, although I was uncomfortable.
She pushed herself against me and caressed my chest.
“What you think?” she said. “What about coming downstairs? I can do anything
you want.”
“Anything?”
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"Anything you want I do for you." She scratched my chest with her long nails.
"But in a private room."
“Maybe,” I said. “But let me look at the other girls first.”
"You don't like this?" She opened her robe to expose her breasts and touched her
nipple. "We go to a private room downstairs. Just me and you."
I smiled stupidly. I didn't have the nerve to send her away.
But she understood. She got off my lap and dropped on Johnny's, but he wasn't
interested either and rudely waved her away.
The next performer to take the stage, Nicky, looked like a weightlifter. She had
thick, muscular legs and wore a corset, knickers, and biker boots. Unlike Maya, she
made eye contact. But she was intimidating. She stripped to Justify My Love, walked to
the edge of the stage, and posed with her fists on her hips.
In the middle of her performance, a guy with bushy, gray hair staggered in from a
side door and tripped over some chairs. He pushed himself off a table to get back to his
feet and froze when he saw Nicky. Her skin glinted under the spotlights. He stared at her
as if she were a river and he had just crossed the Sahara, then slumped in a chair,
bewildered. Nicky was quick to come over to him. He stuck an arm up and called over
the waiter who came and took his order Bushy got a banknote out of his pocket and tried
to clip it on the string of her panties, but his hand was trembling all over the place. For a
moment I thought this was deliberate, so as to stare at her ass from up close. Nicky was
getting impatient. She kept turning her head, wondering what was taking the guy so long.
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She looked like she was about to give up when the bouncer returned with a martini glass
that Bushy offered to her. He passed his credit card to the waiter.
Nicky sucked on the martini and placed the glass on a table. She was going to
resume her routine when Bushy grabbed her arm, told her things she either couldn't
understand or wasn't interested in. She pushed him away.
I was sipping my vodka tonic slowly to make it last as long as possible.
Bushy gestured wildly that he wanted to take Nicky downstairs. When this didn’t
work, he took out his wallet, looked in it, then turned it upside down and shook it.
Nothing came out of it. I felt terrible for the guy. I wanted to get the hell out of there,
back to my room, and call it a night, but Johnny was sitting there, sipping his drink,
eyeballing Nicky.
The waiter returned screaming and shaking the credit card at Bushy, then he
tossed it in his face. Bushy fumbled for the card, but before he could seize it, the waiter
grabbed him by the collar and dragged him out of the room.
“They took advantage of him being plastered,” I said.
Johnny gave me a cold look.
Nicky came over and sat on my lap.
“You want to touch me?” She brought my hand to her ass.
I left my hand there but didn't move a finger. She talked in my ear but wasn't
putting any heart in it. And who could blame her? It was late, and I wasn’t too friendly,
and she could tell I didn't have any money.
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I lost count of the number of women who danced for us. They did their routine,
paid us a visit, and tried to lure us downstairs. The elegant woman with smooth blonde
hair and brilliant eyes was still at the bar, wrapped in her robe. I could see her beautiful,
shapely calves.
“We can’t leave until she gets on stage,” Johnny said.
She went last. Her name was Rebecca. Her body was toned and athletic, her skin
like silk. She was maybe nineteen or twenty, with her whole life ahead of her but worked
at this low-class strip club. I wondered why.
On stage, she didn't seem so sure of herself. She kept looking at her feet as if to
make sure she executed the dance steps correctly, forgetting this was supposed to be a
dance of seduction.
"These girls," Johnny said, "they think all they have to do is take off their clothes.
Man, they need to go to the U.S. They may not be as beautiful, but they know how to
work it. She needs to try harder."
When she finished the dance, she came over.
"Hej," she said and put her hand on my shoulder. I took her hand and pulled her
closer. She sat on my lap. Her skin was soft.
"Come with me. I'll show you something." She sensed my uncertainty. "Don't
you want to be alone with me?" she said.
She drew closer, her face inches from mine. Then something strange happened. I
started thinking about the next thing and the next and where each of my actions, each of
my words could lead. Start with a kiss, then we'd meet for coffee, then for dinner, then

100

we'd go to the movies together. I could do all those things, step by step; they seemed
plausible, at reach.
Her breath was warm.
"I like you. I'd like to be with you, but not here,” I said. “I can wait for you
outside.”
“Nej. Jag kan inte.” Her breath smelled of rum and cola. I moved my face
closer. “No, these men,” she said, glancing over my shoulder, “will hurt you.”
“You only want my money.”
She touched my face.
I pushed her hand away. She jumped to her feet.
"You don't touch the girls unless you pay." The burly waiter had come over and
was shouting at me. When I got out of the chair, he grabbed me by the neck and tugged
at me the way he had tugged at Bushy. He had a pretty good hold on my neck. I kicked
at his shins with my heels and threw elbows at his ribs. As he pulled me away, he tripped
on something and went down. I fell on top of him. I was shaken but okay. The guy
remained on the floor. He was bleeding from side of his head.
“American fucks!’ Nicky yelled. Some others girls got into it too. One of them
grabbed a phone and made a call. Rebecca just stood and stared.
"Let's go, dude," Johnny said, running past me.
I followed him out of the room and up the stairs. It was so dark, and the stairs
were so narrow and steep that we kept tripping. Johnny was laughing hysterically.
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When we got to the street we realized we had left our jackets and backpacks in the
cloakroom and had to go back in. As we grabbed our stuff, a man in a black suit
slammed Johnny against the wall and choked him. Johnny's face flushed. I punched the
guy, and he turned. I punched him again, but my punch had no effect.
"Let go of him," I screamed. He did, but then grabbed me and threw me against
the wall before hurling me and kicked me up the stairs. I kept falling and crawling and
getting smacked against the steps. Then I went flying out the front door, tumbled to the
ground, and found myself spread-eagled on the soggy red carpet.
I lay motionless, feeling woozy and hurting everywhere. I saw his black shoes
first, then heard the squishing noise of his steps. He approached very slowly as if trying
to decide what to do to me.
I heard someone say the police were on their way.
“That’s it,” the guy yelled. “You will spend the night in jail.”
It was painful to breathe. I closed my eyes. The guy kept shouting at me. When
I opened my eyes, he was standing right over me. I thought I could hear somebody
calling my name. I drew another breath. I could see the leaves on the branches above
me and a white cloud adrift in the gray sky. The guy had lifted his head and was looking
up at the façade of the building. I gazed in the same direction, high above, at one of the
balconies. My vision sharpened: I could see boxes full of pink and red flowers and a
bicycle with one wheel jutting over the railing. A woman with short black hair stood on
the balcony. She was looking at me and making a face. My heart stopped. It looked like
Freja.
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“What are you doing here?” I asked.
She didn't answer. The guy talked to her in Swedish. She listened and nodded to
him. How depressing. I closed my eyes, wishing this were nothing but a bad dream.
There was a thump, then the sound of something heavy hitting the pavement. I
turned my head to the side. Johnny had bull-rushed the guy, knocked him over, and was
holding him down.
“You leave us alone, you understand?” he yelled.
“Hey,” Johnny said to the woman. “How are you?” He waved at her, then tossed
me my backpack.
“Freja,” I said, propping my upper body up. I was hungover and sore everywhere.
“It’s not as bad as it looks. Listen, I wanted to ask you. Is Måns around, because, you
know—”
“Måns?”
I could hear sirens in the distance.
Johnny yanked me to my feet. “Sorry to interrupt you,” he said. “But we gotta get
out of here.”
I stared at her another moment, slipped on my backpack, and ran down the street
after Johnny. I never turned back to look at her. A fog spread in my mind, and the street
seemed endless. All the while, I couldn't out of my mind get the image of Freja on the
balcony in the morning light and the way she had stared at me.
We ran until we were panting and could no longer hear the sirens. Then we
walked. The city was awakening, the streets coming alive in the glistening sunlight.
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“Koy would love this story,” I said.
"I'd tell him to save his four hundred kronor," Johnny said. "But Rebecca, man,
she was nearly perfect. She was. But she didn't know how to move. I was like, come on
shake your booty."
We turned into Valhallavägen and came to a 7-Eleven. I went inside and bought
coffee. A tall guy with a buzz cut served me without saying a word.
"Where's Koy?" Johnny said. He was messing with the guy. This wasn't the
same 7-Eleven. "The Korean-Swede who works the night shift."
The guy didn't even lift his eyes to look at us. He didn't give a damn what Johnny
had said. But then, it was early in the morning and he could've had a sleepless night or an
awful start to his day. Who knows what goes on in anybody's mind?
“It’s so early in the morning,” I said. “We had a crazy rough night. Did you have
a good start to the day? Makes all the difference in the world. Thanks for the coffee,
man. It tastes real good.”
Johnny just stared at me, confused as to why I was serenading the guy. And the
guy seemed more annoyed than pleased. His face flushed as if I was hitting on him.
“You know Rebecca who works at Club Private?”
“Huh?” He gave me this look as if I was mad.
“Private Club, the titty bar slash whorehouse. Rebecca works there.” The guy’s
face almost made me laugh. But I didn’t. A feeling of desperation kept me talking. I
absolutely had to befriend him, make him laugh, make him relax a bit, and not be so
tight-assed. Somehow, get to a soft spot, have him show me a smile, acknowledge me.
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“You should check it out. It’s just around the corner. You may be surprised at
the places that are just around the corner from where you work.”
“We had a real good night,” Johnny said flatly. “Until the bouncer started a fight
with us.”
“Okay,” I said. “Sorry to have bothered you. We had a pretty wild night. I just
wanted to share it with someone. You know Koy? Koy works at the 7-Eleven on
Birgerjarlsgatan. He’s a super guy. You should meet him one day since you work for the
same company.”
The guy just stared at me.
“Don’t worry, man. No worries. You look like a nice guy.”
Before going out the door, I turned to him again and said, "Hej då.”
And the boy, for the first time, responded: “Hej då.”
I exhaled deeply.
I felt sad and dazed. We stepped outside and walked past all the cars in the jampacked street; two lanes with cars at a standstill, trembling, just trembling, idling. It was
rush hour and commuters were going into the city. The cars were shining in the sun,
glistening but weren’t moving an inch. I couldn’t see the drivers behind the steering
wheel or if there were even people in the cars, for the sun made the windows and
windshields glint like silver. Then I thought of myself as one of those cars, a car on idle,
wanting the roads to clear, waiting for the roads to clear so I could get in gear and go. I
was trembling to get out and into a road and get out of here, because I had a great engine,
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a great engine, an engine made for cruising, racing into the open country, into the sun
itself.
Johnny was euphoric. “That was an adventure. Wow. It was cool, man.
Imagine, in all of Stockholm they have only one titty bar, and we were there. Crazy cool.
We own this city."
That pretty much summed it up.
We continued on Valhallavägen, toward the rising sun. It was so bright I had to
squint. I was still trembling but felt a faint pleasure. I had walked this street many times.
I knew it well.
Three days later, I packed my belongings and left Sweden.
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